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In accordance with the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), Tennessee developed 
alternate academic standards and an alternate assessment for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities.  This study examined teacher perceptions of the 
alternate academic standards and alternate assessment in Northeast Tennessee.  
The researcher interviewed nine teachers of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities who had used the alternate academic standards and alternate 
assessment with their students in Northeast Tennessee.  The study found that the 
teachers interviewed did not see the value in using the alternate state standards or 
alternate assessment with their students.  The implications of this study included a 
need for the state to revise and change the current alternate academic standards 
and alternate assessment in Tennessee to make them more accessible and 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
Since the Education for all Handicapped Children Act in 1975 was signed 
into law, the rights and education of individuals with disabilities have improved 
(Browder et al., 2010).  The renaming of the law to the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and revisions to the law in 1990 and 2004 
provided individuals with disabilities further equality and educational rights.  In 
recent years, there have been several national educational policies such as No 
Child Left Behind Act (2002) and Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) that have 
been implemented to further improve the equality in education for individuals 
with disabilities.  As state and national bodies continued to improve upon the 
education for students with disabilities, adjustments to policy continued to be 
adopted with the idea that the new policy would continue to improve and enhance 
the education of students with disabilities.  Advocacy groups were often 
spearheading changes that were proposed and implemented by legislative 
stakeholders 
As a result of the laws and national policies adopted, there have been 
many changes to the educational rights, curriculum, delivery of instruction, 
classroom design, and assessment for all students, including those with disabilities 
(US Department of Education, 2010).  Over the past 40 years, students with 
disabilities have moved from being placed in institutions and special schools, to 
being educated in their local public schools in their least restrictive environment. 
(US Department of Education, 2010).  IDEA (1997) allowed for students with 
disabilities to have access to the general curriculum and included them in state 
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and district assessments.  No Child Left Behind (2002) required that students with 
disabilities to be included in the annual yearly progress reported by schools and 
encouraged use of interventions that have been supported by research.  Every 
Student Succeeds Act (2015) required states to implement an alternate assessment 
for students with disabilities that assessed mastery of alternate state standards that 
were based upon the general education state standards.  
To comply with the law, the state of Tennessee adopted the required 
alternate state standards and an alternate assessment for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities (Tennessee Code Annotated, 2017).  Teachers in the state of 
Tennessee implemented the alternate state standards and prepared their students 
for the alternate state assessment in 2018.  The perceptions of the teachers in the 
state of Tennessee about the alternate state assessment and the impact of the 
standards and assessment on the curriculum they were implementing were 
analyzed in this research study.  
Statement of the Problem 
In 1975, the U.S. Congress adopted the Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act, which became the Individuals for Disabilities Act (IDEA) in 1990.  
IDEA supported and protected the rights of individuals with disabilities and their 
families (US Department of Education, 2010).  The law was enacted to ensure fair 
treatment and education of people with disabilities.  IDEA was updated in 2004 to 
include specific policy related to state testing of students with disabilities; it stated 
that all students should be included in state testing and if accommodations and 
modifications were required they should be addressed in a student's Individual 
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Education Program (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 
2004).  IDEA (2004) provided for students with severe cognitive 
defects by requiring an alternate test to meet their specific needs.  Specific 
provisions of the law provided that alternate assessments were aligned with the 
standards found in the regular education content areas. (IDEA, 2004).   
 In 2015, President Obama signed the “Every Student Succeeds Act” 
(ESSA) into law.  ESSA stated that qualifying Special Education students with 
the most significant cognitive disabilities may take an alternate assessment that 
was aligned with alternate achievement standards (Every Student Succeeds Act 
[ESSA], 2015, Ch 33.1).  Browder et al. (2005) reported that alternate 
assessments must remain focused on the goals of assessing special education 
students on the same standards and skills as regular education students.  The State 
Board of Education in Tennessee amended state law to align with ESSA; “The 
state's alternate assessment for students with significant cognitive disabilities shall 
be based on alternate academic achievement standards designed to measure the 
knowledge and skills of students with significant cognitive disabilities and shall 
be aligned to Tennessee's state academic standards” (Tennessee Code Annotated, 
2017, p. 1).  ESSA and IDEA required that students be given the opportunity to 
learn content based on grade level standards (Thurlow, Test, Lazarus, Klare, & 
Fowler, 2016).  Browder et al. (2005) reported that states were moving towards 
including more academic domains and less functional domains on their alternate 
tests.  “Access to grade-level content was needed for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities to develop 21st century skills” (Thurlow et al., 2016, p. 2).    
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As recent years have seen a shift for severely cognitively delayed students 
from a functional curriculum (hygiene, communication, and daily living skills) to 
a more academic curriculum to align with grade level state standards, there has 
been concern among many special education teachers (Browder, Spooner, 
Wakeman, Trela, & Baker, 2007).  Agran, Alper, and Wehmeyer (2002) found 
through surveying special education teachers of severely disabled students that the 
teachers felt a functional curriculum was more important than an academic 
curriculum when teaching their students.  Ayers, Lowery, Douglas, and Sievers 
(2011) reported that teachers were concerned about the access to functional skills 
for severely disabled students when there was a focus instead on academic skills 
for those students.  
Little research had been completed to evaluate the perceptions of special 
education teachers in Tennessee on the alternate state standards and their impact 
upon classroom instruction, the development and implementation of IEP goals, 
and providing access to the general curriculum for severely disabled students.  
The state of Tennessee updated the alternate assessment for severely disabled 
students from a portfolio assessment to a combination computer and paper/pencil 
assessment and little was known about how the results were being used to guide 
instruction, effect IEP development and implementation, and provide severely 
disabled students access to general education content level standards.  The 
purpose of this study was to examine teachers’ perceptions of the impact of the 
Tennessee Alternate State Standards on the instruction and curriculum of severely 
cognitively disabled students, and to examine teacher perspectives of how the 
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results of the Tennessee Alternate Assessment affected classroom instruction and 
development and writing of IEP goals for severely cognitively disabled students. 
Research Questions 
The Tennessee Alternate Assessment and Alternate State Standards were 
recently implemented by the state of Tennessee to comply with Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015.  ESSA (2015) sought to ensure that all students 
could reach career and college readiness goals.  This study sought to answer the 
following research questions:  
Research question 1. Given the alternate state standards established in 
2018 and the IEP requirements for each student, what is the perception of special 
education teachers in Tennessee on balancing curriculum and instructional 
activities with IEP goals for students with significant cognitive disabilities?  
Research question 2. How do special education teachers of severely 
cognitively disabled students in Tennessee perceive the usefulness of the results 
from the Tennessee Alternate Assessment to guide decisions about curriculum, 
instruction, and IEP development?  
Theoretical Framework 
The Social Learning Theory by Bandura (2001) was the theoretical 
framework of this study.  Bandura’s (2001) theory founded with an agentic 
perspective, suggested that people were not autonomous individuals.  Bandura 
(2001) proposed that individuals would observe others, work together, and make 
adjustments to their behavior, thoughts, and goals based not only upon the 
feedback that they personally received, but also that they observed others 
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receiving to produce the most positive impact for themselves.  Tams (2008) stated 
that when people sought the advice, encouragement, and suggestions of others to 
improve their achievement and goals, social learning was taking place.  By 
observing others and internalizing their work practices, experiences, and social 
expectations, individuals could improve their own achievement and long-term 
career goals (Higgins & Kram, 2001).  
Bandura (2000) stated, “People are partly the products of their 
environments, but by selecting, creating, and transforming their environmental 
circumstances they are producers of environments as well” (p. 75).  Cronin-Jones 
(1991) found that classroom environments were influenced by the beliefs of 
teachers.  Bandura’s (2000) social learning theory directly applied to classrooms 
and education when examining how change was perceived by teachers and the 
effects it had on students, policy, and programming.  A study conducted by Meijs, 
Prinsen, and de Laat (2016) found that teachers were comfortable with social 
learning theory in the context of professional development because they were 
typically willing to collaborate with others and sought the advice of others in 
situations with which they were not exposed or versed.  Boud and Hager (2012) 
found that teachers learned less from formal, staged activities and more from 
leaning on the advice and experience of their peers.  Teachers were more positive 
about professional development that was based upon collaboration with peers and 
shared experiences than those based upon books according to Meijs, Prinsen, and 
de Laat (2016).  
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Wood and Bandura (1989) examined organizational management in 
relation to social learning theory.  Wood and Bandura (1989) found that people 
were motivated by being successful at completing goals they valued, and they 
also were motivated to do better when presented with substandard performance on 
goals because they wanted to work harder to meet their goals.  Bandura (2001) 
stated that the motivation did not have to do with meeting the actual goal, but the 
perception of the individual about their reactions to their performance while 
attempting the goal.  When presented with opinions and perceptions about the 
outcomes of alternate academic standards and alternate assessment, teachers were 
able to build stronger opinions and confidence in their ability to be supported in 
their current teaching situations.  
When presented with clear goals, people will work to meet or exceed the 
expectations set for them; however, “when people are unclear about what they are 
trying to accomplish, their motivation is low and their efforts are poorly directed” 
(Wood & Bandura, 1989, p. 367).  Gathering perspectives about new initiatives 
could be insightful and may predict success or failure of said initiative.  Wood 
and Bandura (1989) also stated that people would exhibit enhanced efficacy if 
they were able to be involved and control things in the environment that they 
deemed important.  “Unless people believe they can produce desired effects and 
forestall undesired ones by their actions, they have little incentive to act” 
(Bandura, 2001, p. 270).  This pertained to the current study because the 
information gained through the examination of interviews and obtaining teachers’ 
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perspectives was a way for people to justify using opinions to control their 
environment and feelings about the alternate standards and alternate assessment.  
Significance of the Project 
Turnbull, Turnbull, Erwin, Soodak, and Shogren (2015) stated that school 
stakeholders (e.g. administrators, teachers, paraprofessionals, parents) were able 
to influence the development, enactment, and revision of educational law and 
policies.  Patton (2015) stated that special educators had a knowledge and insight 
regarding the effects of educational policies and programs.  This project sought to 
obtain the perceptions of special education teachers to gain insight into successes 
and challenges of the new alternate academic standards and the alternate state test 
required in the 2018-2019 school year in Tennessee with the hopes that teacher 
perceptions could be used to shape future revisions to the alternate standards and 
guide future versions of the alternate test to make both the most effective models 
for instruction and assessment of students with severe cognitive disabilities.  
 The results of this study were of importance to state department of 
education officials, administrators of schools and districts, special education 
teachers, and teacher preparation programs.  The state of Tennessee implemented 
the alternate academic diploma along with alternate state standards and a new 
alternate academic test in 2018 (Nicholls, Shearer, & Gauld, 2018).  As the 
alternate state standards, alternate assessment and alternate diploma were updated 
and new for the 2018 school year in Tennessee, they had not been examined and 
analyzed for effectiveness and impact in research studies at the time this study 
was being conducted.   
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Several studies that addressed teacher perceptions of administering 
alternate assessments and how the teachers perceived their students’ performance 
on the assessments have been identified (Boyett, 2017; Harris, 2014).  Other 
studies addressed different curriculum focuses used with students with severe 
cognitive disabilities such as functional versus academic programs (Bouck, 2012; 
Browder et al. 2010; Kurtz, Elliott, Wehby, & Smithson 2010).  However, this 
research study addressed gaps in the literature by focusing on the perceptions of 
special education teachers in Tennessee of how the alternate standards affected 
their instruction as well as the IEPs that they wrote for their students.  This study 
also addressed gaps in the extant literature by examining the perceptions of 
special education teachers in Tennessee about how the results from the alternate 
assessment guided decisions made in instruction and IEP development.  This 
study expanded the current literature on alternate state testing by including results 
from Tennessee, which was not found in current research, and a focus on the 
teacher perceptions of the impact of the state standards on curriculum and mastery 
for significantly cognitively disabled students.  
Description of the Terms 
Alternate academic standards.  State standards that are based upon 
general education standards for each subject but are modified to be used with 
severely cognitively disabled students in Tennessee (Tennessee Department of 
Education [TDOE], 2016).  
Alternate assessment.  Alternate assessments are designed for students 
with significant cognitive disabilities (about one percent of the student 
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population).  The structures of alternate assessments are designed around the 
students’ physical and cognitive disabilities in a way that allows them to answer 
test questions and participate in the test as independently as possible (TDOE, 
2016). 
Alternate academic diploma. A state defined diploma that was made 
possible under ESSA.  It is available to students with significant cognitive 
disabilities who participate in the alternate assessment and who complete the 
following additional requirements: (1) Curriculum is standards based, (2) It is 
aligned with the requirements for a state regular education diploma, (3) It is 
earned within the time that is allowed for all students (TDOE, 2016). 
Every Student Succeeds Act. Educational law that was signed by 
President Obama in 2015 to help ensure success for all students.  Some 
requirements of the law include students being taught high academic standards, 
testing students on state assessments annually, focusing on equal educational 
expectations for disadvantaged students, and expectations that schools are 
accountable for student growth, graduation and learning, among other things 
(ESSA, 2015).  
Individual education program (IEP). An individualized plan for the 
education of a special education student that is developed by a team of people 
(may include parents, teachers, speech or OT therapists, administrators, etc.) that 
includes educational goals as well as accommodations for the student to access 
the curriculum and programming of the school in his/her least restrictive 
environment (Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Act, 2004). 
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). National Law that 
defines and protects the educational rights of individuals with disabilities from 
birth to age 21.  The act regulates how states provide special education and related 
services for individuals with disabilities (Individuals with Disabilities 
Improvement Act, 2004). 
Severely cognitively disabled student.  A student with, “significantly 
impaired intellectual functioning, existing concurrently with deficits in adaptive 
behavior and manifested during the developmental period that adversely affects a 
child’s educational performance” (TDOE, 2017, p. 4). 
Social learning theory. A behavioral theory developed by Albert Bandura 
that suggest that people are not autonomous individuals and that will observe 
others, work together and make adjustments to their behavior, thoughts, and goals 
based not only upon the feedback that they personally receive, but also that they 
observe others receiving to produce the most positive impact (Bandura, 2001).  
Social learning theory applies to the population of teachers because, “teachers like 
to explain and share their knowledge, like to collaborate with others to enhance 
their knowledge and ask others for advice if they have a problem” (Meijs, 
Prinsen, & de Laat, 2016, p. 85).  As a group, Meijs, Prinsen, and DeLaat (2016) 
found that teachers were adept at using social learning.  
This qualitative study examined teachers’ perceptions in Northeast 
Tennessee of the alternate academic standards and alternate assessment.  The 
researcher interviewed teachers of students with significant cognitive disabilities 
and examined data collected in the responses of the subjects interviewed.  By 
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using a theoretical framework of social learning theory, the researcher was able to 
provide learning through the shared experiences of the subjects interviewed.  The 
researcher was able to code data and provide conclusions and implications that 
were formed by an analysis of the data.  
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature 
Legislation over the past 40 years has been revised and modified to not 
only include students with disabilities in public schools, but to include them in the 
educational processes that their non-disabled peers are experiencing (ESSA, 2015; 
IDEA, 1997; NCLB, 2002).  The laws not only entitled all students to an 
education, but further mandated that all students must be educated with and 
assessed on state content standards.  ESSA (2015) allowed students with 
significant disabilities to be educated and assessed using alternate state standards 
and testing that were adapted from the general education state standards.  Due to 
changes in national educational policy, state and local policies were also been 
adapted to ensure that schools followed the law.  School districts and teachers 
have made changes to curriculum and programming to ensure that their students 
were receiving the most effective education and use of their time enrolled in 
school.  
The literature review explored curriculum considerations for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities; both functional and academic programming.  As 
the current legislation (ESSA, 2015; IDEA, 2004) evolved, the curriculum made a 
shift for students with significant cognitive disabilities from a functional 
curriculum, to one that had an emphasis on academic state standards.  Alternate 
assessments and alternate academic standards were discussed, including the 
evolvement from no test for special education students to an alternate test based 
upon grade level standards.  To understand where the test was at the time of 
publication, it was important to explore where it had been and why the changes 
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were made to the assessments.  Teacher perceptions of curriculum, instruction, 
alternate standards and alternate tests also were examined.  Because teachers 
played such a large role in the implementation of curriculum and their perceptions 
guide the vigor and integrity with which a program was delivered, the perceptions 
of teachers were important to examine for themes and trends to develop a 
conclusion of the success or failure of an initiative.  
Special Education Reforms 
To understand where special education is today, it is important to note 
where education of students with disabilities started and to make note of the 
important changes that have happened in education of students with disabilities 
over the past 40 years.  Before special education laws were developed in the 
United States, most children with disabilities were not sent to school.  Schools 
specifically excluded students who were blind, deaf, mentally retarded, or 
emotionally disturbed (Aron & Lopresti, 2012).  Over 3.5 million students with 
disabilities were placed in segregated facilities where they received little to no 
academic instruction (Aron & Lopresti, 2012).  Aron and Lopresti (2012) stated 
that because of special education laws being developed and implemented, in the 
year 2005 over 6.7 million children were receiving special education services.  
Before 1973, people with disabilities were not protected under the law and 
were not ensured civil or constitutional rights (Aron & Loprest, 2012).  Aron and 
Loprest (2012) explained that the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and especially 
section 504 of that Act was a critical turning point for people with disabilities.  
The act provided a very vague definition of a person with disabilities as one who 
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had a “physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more life 
activities” (Aron & Loprest, 2012, p. 99).  The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
removed federal funding from people and organizations who discriminated 
against people with disabilities.  
IDEA. Two years later, the Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was passed 
and it gave students with disabilities the right to a free, appropriate, public 
education.  Prior to this law, only one in five students with disabilities attended 
public school (Aron & Lopresti, 2012).  Students were given the right to be 
educated in the least restrictive environment.  Part B of IDEA authorized federal 
grants and programs to provide funding to cover the costs of some of the 
programs that were instituted.  IDEA specifically defined categories of disabilities 
that were eligible for funding and special education.  Specific disability categories 
included: “mental retardation (also known as intellectual disabilities); hearing 
impairments, including deafness; speech or language impairments; visual 
impairments, including blindness; serious emotional disturbance; orthopedic 
impairments; autism; traumatic brain injury; other health impairments; specific 
learning disabilities; deaf-blindess; and multiple disabilities” (Aron & Lopresti, 
2012, p. 99).  The law also provided for children who experienced developmental 
delays who were the ages of 3 through 9.  This was the first time that schools 
were required to provide free, appropriate public education for students with 
disabilities and was a major victory for those seeking equal rights in education for 
students with disabilities.  
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In 1986, Part C of IDEA was added to the law.  Part C provided federal 
grants to provide early education and services for children ages birth through 2 
years of age.  The law also required that services be given to students who met 
qualifications and were ages three to five.  The goal of the program was to 
provide extra services to students at a young age with the mindset that in the 
future those students would require less or minimal special education services as 
they developed.  Another change in 1986 allowed the court to grant parents legal 
fees if they prevailed in a legal case over this law (Yell, Shriner & Katsiyannis, 
2006).  
In 1997, an update to the law focused on transitioning more students from 
special education programming to the general education classroom and providing 
students with disabilities access to general education curriculum.  Part of the 1997 
update included adapting and adjusting assessments for students with disabilities.  
In 1997, an estimated 40% to 50% of students with disabilities were not included 
in national testing (Turner, Baldwin, Kleinert & Kearns, 2000).  Kohl, 
McLaughlin, and Nagle (2006) stated:  
The 1997 reauthorization of IDEA was the first law to specifically address 
within its requirements that students with disabilities be included in 
general state and districtwide assessment programs and that they should be 
provided with appropriate testing accommodation as specified in their 
individualized education program (IEP). (p. 107) 
States were required to develop and implement alternate state tests or students 
with significant cognitive disabilities no later than July 1, 2000 (IDEA, 1997).  
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The law also included better placement options for students with disabilities and a 
push for stronger transition services and supports for students who were close to 
graduation or aging out of the public-school program.  Parents were also given 
more rights in the event of a disagreement over services and mediation procedures 
were added into the law (Yell et al., 2006). 
In 2004, President George W. Bush signed the Individuals with 
Disabilities Improvement Act (IDEIA) into law.  The law made some changes to 
IDEA and reauthorized portions of the original law.  Some of the portions of 
IDEA, like part C that provided funding for programs for children aged 0-3 were 
only funded for 4-5 years originally and needed to be reauthorized when that time 
had passed.  IDEIA pushed for better assessment and accountability measures for 
students with disabilities.  The law mandated that all students be included in state 
and district assessments, including those for accountability purposes.  States were 
required to develop assessment guidelines for students who were unable to 
participate in the general education assessments.  The law also mandated that if 
alternate state standards were developed for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities that the alternate assessment measures adopted by the state measure 
the achievement of students on those alternate standards.  “At that time, there was 
limited understanding of the content on which the assessments should be based. 
There was even less understanding of appropriate expectations for the students 
participating in these new assessments” (Quenemoen & Thurlow, 2015a, p. 1).  
IDEIA promoted stronger school-parent relationships.  Proven practices and 
materials were sought to aid special educators to use in their classrooms.  
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No child left behind act of 2001 (NCLB). President George W. Bush 
signed the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001.  It had significant impact on the 
education of regular and special education students.  The law sought to improve 
the academic achievement of all students in the United States.  Kohl et al. (2006) 
explained, “Under NCLB, states were to establish challenging standards, 
implement assessments that measure students’ performance against those 
standards, and hold schools and school systems accountable for the achievement 
of all students within the public education system” (p. 108).  NCLB established 
that by the 2013-2014 school year, all students would be proficient in reading and 
math.  NCLB also required that special education teachers be or become highly 
qualified in the content areas they were teaching.  
The law also established a strict accountability system and a schedule of 
rewards and sanctions for schools based on the performance of their students 
(Yell et al., 2006).  As some students with significant cognitive disabilities were 
unable to master state content standards, states could develop alternate or 
modified achievement standards that were aligned with the state content standards 
but varied in depth and breadth of content coverage (Yell, et al., 2006).  
Quenemoen and Thurlow (2015a) stated:  
Although there was agreement that students with significant cognitive 
disabilities would need adapted curricular materials, with reduced depth, 
breadth, and complexity, they had demonstrated that they could participate 
fully in the big ideas and activities of the grade-level curriculum and build 
skills and knowledge that supported their active engagement. (p. 1)   
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States were also allowed to have up to 1% of their students with significant 
cognitive disabilities take an alternate assessment (NCLB, 2002).  The scores of 
students taking the alternate assessment would count towards the school’s annual 
yearly progress.  
NCLB also added legislation that changed the way that IEP’s were written 
for students with disabilities.  Of specific note, it required that the services and 
supports used in a student’s IEP must be peer-reviewed and research based.  
Supports were no longer able to be used just because they had previously worked.  
To comply with the legislation, schools were required to only use supports and 
interventions that had found to be successful in peer-reviewed literature and 
research (Yell, et al., 2006).  
Every student succeeds act of 2015 (ESSA). In 2015, President Obama 
signed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) into legislation.  This law 
replaced previous NCLB legislation.  “The revised template is structured to 
promote innovation, flexibility, transparency, and accountability and to reduce 
burden whole maintaining essential protections for all students” (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2017a, p. 1).  Under ESSA (2015), states were given more leeway 
in many areas and given more decision-making power.  A few highlights of the 
law included allowing states to choose their goals for test proficiency, English-
language proficiency and graduation rates that set expectations for the furthest 
behind groups of students to close gaps.  The law gives individual states the 
ability to choose challenging academic standards and prohibits the Department or 
Secretary of Education from influencing which standards are chosen.  ESSA 
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(2015) also changed some requirements previously mandated by NCLB. States no 
longer had to use student outcomes to evaluate teachers.  Teachers were no longer 
required to be highly qualified as they were under NCLB.  
ESSA (2105) required that all interventions be evidence-based, which was 
an important change for educators because they could no longer use an activity, 
strategy, or intervention just because it had worked for them previously.  
“Educators were expected to use evidence from high-quality research to inform 
implementation of activities, strategies, and interventions at the classroom, school 
and/or district level” (Zinskie & Rea, 2016, p. 5).  Professional development 
provided to educators was also required to have evidence-based backing.  
Another changed that was implemented with ESSA (2015) was the 
implementation of the Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR).  
The four-year ACGR is the number of students who graduated in four 
years with a regular education diploma, plus all students with the most 
significant cognitive disabilities who are assessed using an alternate 
assessment aligned with alternate academic achievement standards and 
who graduate with a State-defined alternate diploma, divided by the 
number of students who for the adjusted cohort for the graduating class. 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2017b, p. 7)  
For the first time, students with significant cognitive disabilities were able to 
positively affect graduation rate.  In the past, those students were not counted as 
graduates earning a regular education diploma and therefore affected a school’s 
graduation rate negatively.  This change led to some states developing an 
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Alternate Academic Diploma for students with significant cognitive disabilities to 
distinguish them from other significantly disabled students who would earn a 
Special Education Diploma.  
For students with disabilities, ESSA (2015) required that only 1% of 
students in a state could be given an alternate assessment.  This equated to 
approximately 10% of the population of students with special needs.  It also 
included a pilot program for 50 districts to try a weighted student- funding 
formula to combine state, local and federal funds to improve outcomes for low- 
income and special needs students.   
Curriculum Considerations: Functional and Academic 
Since 1975 when students with disabilities gained educational rights, there 
have been many revisions to state and national laws and policies that have led to 
debate as well as changes in the focus of curriculum for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities.  Curricula have typically focused on either functional or 
academic skills for students with significant cognitive disabilities.  Pugach and 
Warger (2001) stated, “In essence, special education has by default practiced what 
are essentially two interpretations of curriculum: functional curricula for students 
with low-incidence disabilities and remedial programs for those with mild 
disabilities” (p. 195).  Functional curricula, at one time, was the curriculum most 
used for students with significant cognitive disabilities, but the trend has been 
moving towards a more standards-based curriculum (Bouck, 2004; Browder et al. 
2004).  Browder, Jimenez, and Trela (2012) stated that after NCLB (2002) was 
passed, the goal for students with significant cognitive disabilities might be 
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changed to alternate achievement that was aligned to state standards but with 
different complexity.  The revisions and modifications in federal laws led to an 
effort to change the ways that students with significant cognitive disabilities were 
educated.  
There was debate in the academic field as to whether a functional or 
academic curriculum was the most effective use of time for students with 
significant cognitive disabilities.  Collins, Hager, and Galloway (2011) reported 
that teachers of students with significant cognitive disabilities were challenged by 
providing grade level instruction to their students while also addressing the 
adaptive and functional needs of their students that were not addressed in the 
general curriculum.  Collins et al. (2011) stated, “Often, teachers must decide 
which is more important- to score well on the alternate assessment or to be 
exposed to the social and communicative benefits of participation in inclusion, 
even if students fail to acquire required academic content in those settings” (p. 
37).  Schools were forced to decide between providing a functional curriculum, an 
environment where students gained social, but not academic skills in a general 
education setting, or academic skills.  
Functional (life skills) curriculum.  Functional, or life skills, can be 
defined as “those skills or tasks that contribute to the successful, independent 
functioning of an individual in adulthood” (Cronin, 1996, p. 54).  Bouck (2012) 
defined a functional or life skills curriculum as one that focused on providing 
students with the skills necessary for functioning in adult life (e.g. grocery 
shopping, navigating public transportation, and personal hygiene).  In their review 
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of 50 studies that focused on life skills curriculum, Alwell and Cobb (2009) 
examined studies that included a focus “to teach self-care and domestic skills, 
recreation and leisure skills, and personal competence in community living skills” 
(p. 83).  Bouck (2012) described a functional curriculum as an alternative 
curriculum that focused on employment, independence, life skills, and 
participation in the community.  The focus of a functional curriculum was heavy 
on skills that students would need to accomplish with as much independence as 
possible upon graduation from high school.  
The goal of a functional curriculum has been to prepare students for post-
graduation environments by utilizing functional academics, vocational 
educational skills, access to the community and transportation, daily and 
independent living skills, financial skills, and social skills (Patton, Cronin, & 
Jairrels, 1997).  Students with significant cognitive disabilities have historically 
received a functional life skills curriculum in school (Pugach & Warger, 2001).  
Ayers, Lowery, Douglas, and Sievers (2012) concluded that, “an individualized, 
meaningful curriculum is the most appropriate curriculum to help students attain 
meaningful adult outcomes that directly increase their quality of life” (p. 21).  
Prior to the institution of more academic standards with the adoption of ESSA in 
2015, it was the accepted opinion that providing a life skills curriculum would 
best prepare students with significant cognitive disabilities for positive post-




Functional curriculums have been studied by many researchers for 
effectiveness (Alwell & Cobb, 2009; Ayers et al., 2011; Bouck & Joshi, 2015).  
Though the nature of studies varied from reviews of literature, the studies 
examined for this review concluded that a life skills curriculum had positive 
impacts for students with significant cognitive disabilities.  Alwell and Cobb 
(2009) concluded that “with carefully planned and implemented instruction, all 
students with disabilities are able to acquire functional life skills” (p. 90).  Bouck 
and Joshi (2015) found that a functional skills curriculum was a positive predictor 
for post-school outcomes for students with autism, specifically in the area of post-
school employment.  Preparing students for post-school life had been the goal of 
educating students with significant cognitive disabilities and research supported a 
functional curriculum for preparing students for post-school independence and 
success.  
Academic (standards-based) curriculum.  Due to legislation such as 
NCLB (2002) and ESSA (2015), there had been a shift in the focus of curriculum 
for students with significant cognitive disabilities from a functional curriculum to 
a more academic, standards-based curriculum.  Ayers et al. (2011) stated, 
“Currently, a focus on functional curriculum for students with severe disabilities 
is being reexamined and to a large extent altered if not abandoned in favor of a 
more general education or standards-based curriculum” (p. 11).  The national and 
state requirements that all students were educated with grade level academic 
standards and assessed on those standards started the movement towards a more 
academic program of studies for students with significant cognitive disabilities.   
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A standards-based or academic curriculum sought to teach academic 
content to students with disabilities according to Bouck (2012).  Bouck (2012) 
described the academic curriculum as one that could be delivered in a variety of 
settings in which the academic curriculum may be the same for disabled students 
and non-disabled students, but the outcomes or assessments of the learning were 
different for those students with disabilities.  The adoption of NCLB (2002) and 
ESSA (2015) made the focus of curricula for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities more standards-based.  The emphasis on student access and progress 
towards core academic content changed the way that students in special education 
were instructed (Browder & Spooner, 2006).  Olson, Leko, and Roberts (2016) 
found that the educators determined access to the general curriculum included, 
“authentic learning, making gains and progress toward goals” (p. 150).  The 
educators in that study also placed the needs of the students and the grade level 
standards as top priority when designing curriculum and adaptations to the 
curriculum for students with disabilities. 
Courtade, Spooner, Browder, and Jimenez (2012) stated that, “Students 
with severe disabilities have the right to a full educational opportunity” (p. 4).  To 
provide that full educational opportunity, teachers who used an academic 
curriculum were required to adapt their instruction to allow their students with 
disabilities access to the standards-based curriculum.  “Special education teachers 
must understand, teach and align their mathematic instruction to general 
education standards” (Greer & Meyen, 2009, p. 198).  Lee, Soukup, Little, & 
Wehmeyer (2009) found that for a standards-based curriculum to be effective for 
 
26 
significantly cognitively disabled students, it was important to provide training to 
general education teachers, special education teachers and para-professionals.  
Browder et al. (2012) claimed that, “to teach the standards, instructional teams 
must still determine what the student will learn and how to teach it” (p. 373).  
Students with significant cognitive disabilities could learn academic skills based 
upon academic state standards, but there needed to be training for teachers and 
time for teachers to collaborate for it to be effective (Browder et al., 2012).  
Functional vs. academic curriculum. There had been debate as to 
whether a functional curriculum or an academic curriculum was the most 
effective way to teach students with significant cognitive disabilities (Ballard & 
Dymond, 2017).  The most used curriculum was a functional curriculum until the 
legislation; NCLB (2002) and ESSA (2015) was passed requiring a more 
academic curriculum.  Many educators were quick to state why a functional 
curriculum was best for students with significant cognitive disabilities.  
Ballard and Dymond (2017) stated that stakeholders viewed both 
academic and functional curricula as important for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities; however, a student’s social development and adaptive 
behavior (functional skills) were more easily achieved and more meaningful to 
future outcomes for those students.  Ayers et al. (2011) asked, “At what point 
does working toward fragmented, watered down academic standards become less 
important than working toward meaningful individualized curricula directly ties 
to increasing independence in identified current and future environments” (p. 12)?  
Ayers et al. (2011) stated, “Time spent addressing the general curriculum (e.g., 
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the solar system, Shakespeare) without prioritizing the focus to meaningful, 
individualized outcomes is time lost in gaining meaningful outcomes that directly 
improve a student’s adult functioning” (p. 15).  Ayers et al. (2011) argued that the 
standards were not harmful themselves but removing the focus from individual 
needs and teaching the standards just because they are the standards did not 
positively impact a student’s adult outcomes.  The researchers concluded that 
teaching academic standards did not improve post-school outcomes for students 
and their time would better be spent learning skills that would directly be used 
and depended on in their post-school life.  
The opposing views that supported a more academic curriculum for 
students with significant cognitive disabilities answered the calls that an academic 
curriculum would disregard functional skills.  Browder et al. (2010) stated that 
“students with moderate and severe developmental disabilities need opportunities 
to learn general education content in whatever setting they receive instruction to 
have a fair chance of demonstrating progress on state standards” (p. 8).  Adding 
academic standards to students with significant cognitive disabilities may not only 
change the curriculum that they have been exposed to, but also the setting in 
which it was to take place.  Many of the students may have been moved from a 
special education setting to a general education setting for core content classes.  
Bouck and Joshi (2015) stated, “Given tensions in the field regarding what to 
teach, it is important to understand the impact of curriculum on the ultimate goal 
of education---post-school success” (p. 1205).  Researchers sought to ensure that 
practices used in education were evidence based and provided students with proof 
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that they would continue to experience post-school success (Ballard & Dymond, 
2017; Browder & Spooner, 2006; Courtade et al.  2012). 
Balancing functional and academic curriculum. There were valid 
arguments on both sides of the debate; however, with updated legislation 
requiring students with significant cognitive disabilities to participate in academic 
programming and testing, a way to teach both the academic and functional 
curriculum needed to be developed.  There was concern among special education 
teachers about how to balance a functional and an academic curriculum to ensure 
that the significantly cognitively disabled students are prepared for their post-
school outcomes (Ballard & Dymond, 2017: Browder & Spooner, 2006; Courtade 
et al. 2012).  Lee et al. (2009) cautioned educators to continue to include and 
focus on functional skills with their students while introducing the academic state 
standards that were required.  Ballard and Dymond (2017) found that most 
stakeholders were in favor of teaching adaptive behavior and social skills to their 
significantly disabled students in general education classrooms, but they were 
unsure of how ensure that the general curriculum was delivered in a meaningful 
way to their students.  Browder et al. (2002) found that teachers and stakeholders 
accepted alternate standards that allowed for a blending of academic and 
functional skills to be taught.  The stakeholders were developing good examples 
of instruction that maintained the focus of the academic content while 
incorporating traditional functional skills.  
Collins et al. (2011) stated that the core content taught to students with 
significant cognitive disabilities must be relevant to the students because they 
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may only master a few skills in a year, even with intensive instruction over days, 
weeks and months.  They suggested that choosing a few key standards that could 
be adapted and that could include functional skills while teaching the academic 
skills was the most effective way to combine the curriculums.  Ayers et al. (2012) 
stated that the individual needs of the students should be considered first and then 
standards that apply to those skills should be chosen for that student.  Collins et 
al. (2011) agreed when they suggested a program in which life skills were taught 
and core content embedded in the programming for the students.  Focusing on 
functional skills first and then adding academic skills where appropriate was the 
intent of those researchers.  They found success in applying that strategy to 
combine functional and academic curricula.  Ayers et al. (2011) stated that the 
focus should be on the individual needs of the students first to focus on building 
independence in their environment and then adding in grade level standards that 
will build upon those skills.  Grade level standards should only be focused upon if 
they would help to increase a student’s positive post school outcomes and 
independence (Ayers et al., 2011).  
Collins et al. (2011) suggested another strategy that put core content first 
when designing programming.  Core content could be taught as targeted 
curriculum and life skills could be added as a non-targeted skill.  Collins, Karl, 
Riggs, Galloway, & Hager (2010) went further to explain that by teaching a 
targeted academic skill such as telling time in conjunction with a functional skill 
such as setting a watch, the students were able to gain the knowledge and 
experience of both skills at the same time.  Collins et al. (2011) found that one 
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issue with teaching a targeted and non-targeted skill together was that mastery 
data was typically collected only on the academic skill and the non-targeted skill 
was not tracked for mastery nor was additional instruction provided for the non-
targeted skill if it was not mastered.  Collins et al. (2011) stated that teachers must 
be cognizant of tracking both targeted and non-targeted skills for basis of 
determining progress.  
Olson et al. (2016) found success in combining academic and life skills 
programming when general and special education teachers collaborated to 
develop a curriculum that focused on individual needs of the students, grade level 
content standards, social and instructional contexts, accommodations and 
modifications, and providing opportunities for all students to experience the 
content by being fully included in the educational process.  Giving students the 
opportunity and the expectation that they would be included in all activities not 
only helped the students to make academic gains, but also personal and social 
gains as well.  Key to the process working well in the school studied by Olson et 
al. (2016) was a priority and expectation of all staff to collaboratively work 
together on all aspects of the curriculum and program design.  Their study 
provided an exemplary example of a way to combine functional and academic 
curriculum to best meet the needs of the students involved.  
The literature was clear that it was possible to effectively combine a 
functional and academic curriculum.  Olson et al. (2016) concluded that teaching 
staff must work collaboratively to meet the needs of the students and address the 
grade level standards with accommodations.  There was little difference in the 
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impact of starting with a functional skill and adding a linked standard or starting 
with the standard and adding an appropriate functional skill to be taught in 
conjunction.  The key to all of it is that educators should be focused on the 
success and growth of the students while complying with educational mandates.  
Alternate State Standards 
NCLB (2002) required states to develop alternate academic content 
standards for students with significant cognitive disabilities that were based upon 
grade-level content standards.  States created standards for academic subjects that 
would allow students with significant cognitive disabilities to have access to the 
general education content curriculum.  This created a shift in special education 
curriculum for students with significant cognitive disabilities from a functional 
curriculum to a more academic curriculum.  
Quenemoen and Thurlow (2015a) said alternate achievement standards 
defined how well students need to perform on the content to be considered 
proficient.  Students were typically scored as being Below Proficient, Proficient, 
or Advanced on alternate standards, though some states had more than three 
levels.  There was differing expectations of how well a student understood the 
content presented to them.  An example an alternate academic standard with high, 
lower and very low expectations may show that a higher level student would be 
expected to compute the area and perimeter of a room, while a middle level 
student may be expected to compare the differences between squares and 
triangles, and a lower level student may be expected to make a rectangular bed.  
The proficiency expectations for students with significant cognitive disabilities 
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were different than those for a general education student who would receive a 
passing or failing grade on the standard.  
Alternate State Assessment 
In 2002, NCLB mandated that students must be assessed on grade level or 
alternate state content standards.  Further, IDEA (2004) mandated, all students, 
including those with significant cognitive delays, must be included in state and 
district testing.  States were also required to develop an alternate means for 
assessing students with disabilities who were not able to participate in the 
standard general education assessments (Thurlow, Lazarus, Thompson, & Morse, 
2005).  Elliott and Roach (2007) claimed that the goals of initial alternate 
assessments were participation and general procedural accountability.  
Quenemoen and Thurlow (2015a) said: 
Just as teachers found success and benefits from including students with 
significant cognitive disabilities in the curriculum of their grade-level 
peers, but with less depth, breadth, and complexity in their content 
expectations, alternate assessments cover the same carefully prioritized 
content. (p. 2)  
State testing format for students with disabilities was determined at the student’s 
annual IEP meeting as mandated by law (IDEA, 2004).  
The alternate assessment was designed to measure progress and 
achievement of students with significant cognitive disabilities who were unable to 
participate in the general education assessments even with accommodations 
(NCLB, 2002).  Local, state, and federal stakeholders were demanding that 
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assessments for all students accurately measure student achievement and 
performance to provide information that could be useful for instruction (Roach, 
Elliott, & Berndt, 2007).  “Alternate assessments are intended to facilitate 
inclusion and motivate special educators to provide standards-based curriculum 
and instruction to students with significant disabilities” (Roach et al., 2007, p. 
170).  The guidelines for alternate assessments continued to develop.  Elliott and 
Roach (2007) stated that “alternate assessments must have an explicit structure, 
guidelines for determining which students may participate, clearly defined scoring 
criteria and procedures, and a report format that communicates student 
performances in terms of academic achievement standards (p. 303).  Elliott and 
Roach (2007) also explained that if the previous guidelines were followed, the 
students would be included at an increased rate and their scores would be used 
when calculating the annual yearly progress of a school.  Quenemoen and 
Thurlow (2015b) reported that 65% of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities read written text or braille and that 66% actively engaged in 
mathematics.  This development influenced the group the group that created the 
Multi-State Alternate Assessment to focus most of the test items on skills that 
these students were proficient on.  
 Qualifying students. Students who qualified to participate in an alternate 
assessment typically were those who would be unable to be appropriately 
assessed by the standard state assessment even with significant accommodations 
due to their cognitive delays (IDEA, 2004).  These students had cognitive delays 
that prevented them from demonstrating achievement of grade level instruction, 
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even with the best instruction.  The state of Tennessee issued the following 
requirements for a student to qualify for participation in an alternate assessment: 
(1) the student requires extensive, repeated, individualized instruction and 
supports from teachers and other professionals; (2) materials are 
significantly modified, customized, and adapted in order to facilitate 
understanding; (3) Substantial supports to achieve gains in the grade 
appropriate curriculum requires substantially adapted materials and 
customized methods of accessing information in alternative ways to 
acquire, maintain, generalize, demonstrate, and transfer skills across 
multiple settings. (TDOE, 2016, p. 1) 
The requirements set by the state of Tennessee were like those found in other 
states for qualification of an alternate assessment.  The requirements ensured that 
only the students with the most significant disabilities would participate in an 
alternate assessment.  To further ensure that the alternate assessment was taken by 
the most disabled students, NCLB (2002) placed a cap on the number of students 
in a state who could qualify for the alternate assessment.  NCLB (2002) mandated 
that no more than 1% of the students in a state may participate in the alternate 
assessment.  ESSA (2015) provided a process for states that exceeded the 1% cap.  
Those states could complete a waiver provided the state completed additional 
requirements, including development of a plan for meeting the 1% cap in future 
years.  In 2018, the state of Tennessee had approximately 1.44% of students 
taking the alternate assessment (TDOE, 2018).  The state of Tennessee was 
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required to reduce the number of students taking the alternate assessment until 
they were in compliance with the 1% cap.  
Kearns, Towles-Reeves, Kleinert, Kleinert, and Thomas (2011) identified 
the students taking an alternate assessment as typically classified by IDEA 
categories as mentally retarded (also known as intellectually disabled), multiple 
disabled, and autistic.  They further explained that the biggest group of students 
taking an alternate assessment used a symbolic level of receptive and expressive 
language, they used oral speech or an augmented and alternative communication 
(AAC) device to communicate with others, and they could follow one or two-step 
directions independently.  They did note that the level of disability ranged 
significantly within the group of students taking the alternate assessment that only 
consisted of approximately 1% of the population taking all assessments.  Harris 
(2014) found that “students with significant cognitive disabilities range from 
students with near to average IQs with autism to students with IQs 55 and below” 
(p. 59).  The students ranged from those who could talk to those who used facial 
expressions or eye gaze to communicate.  They found that the most significantly 
disabled students often had additional characteristics that made their needs even 
more complex (eg. motor functioning delays, sensory impairments, health issues, 
etc.). 
Types of alternate assessment. States were required to develop alternate 
assessments to measure annual progress for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities (NCLB 2002).  Huba and Freed (2000) defined assessment as “the 
process of gathering and discussing information from multiple and diverse 
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sources to develop a deep understanding of what students know, understand, and 
can do with their knowledge as a result of their educational experiences; the 
process culminates when assessment results are used to improve subsequent 
learning” (p. 8).  Different measures have been developed over the past seventeen 
years since NCLB was authorized.  “Developing standardized assessments for this 
diverse group of students requires a balance between the standardization required 
for large scale assessments and the flexibility needed for the classroom teacher to 
successfully work with this population” (Goldstein & Behuniak, 2012, p. 117).  
Elliott and Roach (2007) claimed that alternate assessments developed by 
different states were not all created with the same goals in mind; some 
assessments were created to meet accountability requirements and others were 
designed with individual instructional purposes in mind.  
 Roeber (2012) stated that the assessments are either standards based 
(based upon a state’s content level standards) or norm-referenced (results are 
compared to a norm group of students).  There have been several types of 
alternate assessments including checklists, observations in structured and 
unstructured settings, performance assessments, portfolio assessments, multiple 
choice and constructed response, and computer directed assessments to attempt to 
measure growth and achievement of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities.  Most states have used portfolio assessments and multiple 
choice/constructed response assessments to meet the federal requirements.  
Portfolio assessment. A portfolio assessment was a purposeful and 
systematic collection that may include student work, performance assessments, 
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observations and other data that is used to evaluate student achievement (Roeber 
2002).  The purpose of a portfolio assessment was to “provide evidence that a 
student has acquired critical skills in the context of school, home and community 
settings” (Kleinert, Kennedy, & Kearns, 1999, p. 95).  Kleinert et al. (1999) stated 
that the alternate assessment must include entries from major subject areas 
because it is based upon the state academic standards.  Kleinert et al. (1999) found 
that although teachers were supportive of including their students in the 
accountability process, they were negative about using the portfolio assessment as 
the means to do so.  A study by Restorff, Sharpe, Abery, Rodriguez, and Kim 
(2012) found that teachers were almost evenly split in their opinion of involving 
students with significant cognitive disabilities in state-wide assessments.  Kleinert 
et al. (1999) found that teachers complained that the portfolio assessment took 
time away from teaching, the assessment seemed to evaluate the teacher more 
than the student’s ability, parts of the assessment were not appropriate for the skill 
level of the students, some of the assessment pieces were unnatural assessments, 
and that they did not see a benefit for their students.  Elliott and Roach (2007) 
found that the portfolio assessment was more an indicator of the teachers’ ability 
to create a portfolio rather than an indicator of a students’ achievement on a state 
standard.  The findings by Harris (2014) supported this claim.  One teacher in the 
study by Harris (2014) stated, “It just shows what I’ve done and how creative I’ve 
been on the pictures I took.  I mean you’re going to make a hundred if I do it hand 
over hand on a worksheet.  It shows absolutely nothing.  Every one of those 
pictures is staged and shows absolutely nothing” (p. 64).  
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There was confusion in the field of special education, where students with 
significant cognitive disabilities had typically used a functional curriculum to 
educate students.  Teachers were now required to introduce academic standards to 
their students and prepare them for assessments of an academic nature (NCLB, 
2002).  Kim, Angell, O’Brian, Strand, Fulk, and Watts (2006) found that teachers 
reported not understanding the reasoning for switching students from a functional 
to an academic curriculum.  Kim et al. (2006) reported that teachers did not have 
enough experience with the alternate assessment, teaching academic curricula, 
and adapting the academic curricula to students who had been previously taught 
using a functional curriculum.  Kim et al. (2006) found that teachers did not 
generally integrate standards into their classroom instruction.  This led to 
confusion and frustration with teachers completing the alternate portfolio 
assessment.  
Kampfer, Horvath, Kleinert, and Kearns (2001) found that teacher 
perceptions of  the portfolio assessment in Kentucky held five themes; (1) all 
students were included which was a positive; (2) it improved student outcomes; 
(3) it improved instructional programming; (4) the portfolio took too much time to 
complete; (5) it evaluated the teacher more than the students.  Kampfer et al. 
(2001) found that teachers felt the portfolio took too much time to complete, but 
spending more time completing it did not improve the scores.  Teachers stated 
that the enormous amount of time took to complete a portfolio assessment took 
time away from other students who did not complete a portfolio that school year 
(Kampfer et al. 2001).  Harris (2014) also reported that teachers complained about 
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the amount of time that was taken away from teaching students because teachers 
were completing portfolios to be submitted to the state.  Kampfer et al. (2001) 
found that the most important indicators of an improved score on the portfolio 
assessment were if the portfolio was embedded into the classroom instruction and 
how much the student was involved in the creation of the portfolio.  
Teachers also felt that lower functioning students performed worse on the 
portfolio than higher functioning students in their classes (Kampfer et al., 2001).  
Kampfer et al. (2001) also reported that teachers felt the assessment did not 
accurately measure the ability of students with more severe disabilities.  Teachers 
felt that the more disabled a student was, the more difficult it was to show 
achievement for that student.  Restorff et al. (2012) confirmed this finding with 
40-42% of respondents claiming that the test did not accurately measure their 
students’ abilities accurately.   
Multiple choice/constructed response assessments. After the passage of 
ESSA (2015) many states chose to transition from the portfolio alternate 
assessment to a more standardized assessment and began to use the Multi-State 
Standardized Assessment (MSAA).  The National Center and State Collaborative 
focused on building an assessment based on alternate achievement standards to be 
taken by students with the most significant cognitive disabilities in grades 3, 6, 8, 
and 11 (Quenemoen & Thurlow, 2015a).  The test developed was comprised 
mostly of 35-40 selected response (multiple choice) items in English/Language 
Arts and Math.  There was also a constructed response section for Writing.  The 
test was designed to be taken on-line but materials could also be printed by the 
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teacher based upon a student’s individual needs.  The test has supports built in to 
allow students to respond as independently as possible.  Students taking the test 
would use their normal mode of communication to answer test questions (oral 
communication, pointing, eye gaze, etc) (Tennessee Department of Education, 
2019).  Teachers were required to complete five on-line administration modules 
and complete a test before administering the test.  The researcher was unable to 
find any studies about teacher perceptions, student performance or ability on this 
test at the time of publication as the test was so newly developed.  
Validity/quality of alternate assessment. When developing an 
assessment for any student, it was important to ensure that the measure was valid, 
and that the assessment effectively measured the standards that were required to 
be learned by the students.  Browder et al. (2005) concluded that there were three 
challenges that states were faced with when creating performance indicators that 
were assessed by alternate tests “(1) ensuring content validity (that indicators 
proposed to be math are really math); (2) using scientifically based research to 
define the indicators; and (3) continuing to honor such values as inclusion, self-
determination, and age-appropriate functional skill instruction” (p. 217).  States 
continued to develop and improve their alternate assessments to attempt to gain 
validity and reliability.  Elliott and Roach (2007) claimed that most alternate state 
assessments were technically flawed because of “(a) poor alignment with content 
standards, (b) unreliable scores, (c) scores of unknown validity, and/or (d) 
proficiency scores that are not consistent with NCLB policy concerning adequate 
yearly progress” (p. 302).  Ensuring that the alternate assessments developed not 
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only accounted for the alternate state standards required to be taught, but also took 
into consideration the limited cognitive level of the students it intended to test was 
challenging.  
Teacher perceptions of alternate assessment and their impact. The 
perceptions of teachers were an important factor to consider when studying the 
impact of alternate state assessments.  Teacher perceptions regarding students in 
general education classes and state testing have been explored extensively (Agran 
et al., 2002; Boyett, 2017 Harris, 2014; Kim et al., 2006; Restorff et al., 2012; 
Roach et al., 2007).  Students with significant cognitive disabilities were 
previously not included in state academic-standards based testing.  Many states 
implemented portfolio assessments after NCLB was implemented to comply with 
the law. 
Teachers had varying opinions of the appropriateness of including those 
students with the most severe disabilities in assessments that were based upon 
academic skills.  Kim et al. (2006) found that teachers were almost evenly split in 
their opinion of whether students with significant cognitive disabilities should 
participate in school accountability processes.  Boyett (2017) found that teachers 
reported an advantage to administering the alternate assessment could be the 
ability to find weaknesses that a student may have.  Some teachers in the study by 
Boyette (2017) reported that the test could show an area of strength for some 
students as well.  Harris (2014) reported that some teachers reported being able to 
find new capabilities of her students and that teachers are happy to be challenging 
their students.  Conversely, the teachers interviewed by Kim et al. (2006) strongly 
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suggested that they saw little or no benefit to using the alternate assessment with 
their students (Crawford & Tindal, 2006; Kim et al, 2006).  
Teachers who were administering the test should have felt that it was a 
measure that accurately assessed their student’s abilities.  “About 40% of teachers 
agreed that the AA-AAS (alternate assessment-alternate academic standards) does 
not demonstrate the students’ abilities and provides an inaccurate profile of 
students’ abilities” (Restorff et al., 2012, p. 196).  “Teachers and administrators 
felt that it was not fair that these students, even with accommodations, were 
expected to perform at the same grade level expectations at the non-disabled 
students” (Boyett, 2017, p. 62).  Kleinert et al. (1999) found that teachers believed 
it was important for students with significant cognitive disabilities to partake in 
school accountability assessments, but only 35% of teachers felt that the alternate 
portfolio assessment made it easier to include their students.  Additionally, 
Restorff et al. (2012) suggested that “as students are more challenged to learn the 
material and respond to the assessment, teachers are more opposed to having them 
included in the system” (p. 193).   
Restorff et al. (2012) indicated that 71% of teachers did not feel the 
assessment reflected their students’ academic performance.  “The evolution of 
standardized assessments in the classroom has left students, teachers, and parents 
frustrated with the implementation and evaluation process” (Boyett, 2017, p. 63).  
“Teachers do not currently see the usefulness of state-wide testing data in driving 
instruction, not do they consistently believe that test scores are valid indicators of 
students’ knowledge and skills” (Crawford & Tindal, 2006, p. 216).  Harris 
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(2014) found that teachers had a difficult time trying to meet the requirements of 
including instruction of IEP goals as well as the alternate state standards in daily 
instruction.  “Teachers felt they were placing an emphasis on an unattainable goal 
as students were expected to meet those grade level expectations and not be left 
behind in the General Education classroom” (Boyett, 2017, p. 61).   
Crawford & Tindal (2006) also found that teachers felt the tests did not 
generally reflect student performance.  A study by Goldstein and Behauniak 
(2012) found that it was very difficult to assess students using one testing 
instrument due to the large range of academic and cognitive levels found in the 
population of students with significant cognitive disabilities.  Boyett (2017) found 
that teachers were frustrated for their students when taking the alternate 
assessment as can be seen in the statement by one teacher interviewed; “I 
understand the importance of having a picture of the success of the year; however, 
that snapshot of a 70-minute testing window seems to have too much importance 
placed on it” (p. 60).  
Teachers felt that parents did not understand the benefit of test score data, 
making the test less effective (Crawford & Tindal, 2006).  Boyett (2017) reported 
that one administrator complained about the unrealistic expectation that some 
parents held for their students with significant disabilities, making the 
understanding of alternate state standards and assessments even more difficult.  
The administrator interviewed by Boyett (2017) seemed to feel that the alternate 
state standards led parents to have an unrealistic view of what their student could 
achieve.  On the other end of that spectrum, there were parents who did not 
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understand the reasons for teaching the alternate state standards to their children 
who were severely disabled.  One parent stated, “My son can identify Saturn, but 
he still can’t request a snack or even wipe his ass” (Ayers et al., 2011, p. 12).  
Distributing additional information about the purpose and value of alternate state 
standards and assessments to parents would have been helpful to give parents an 
appropriate view of their child’s educational path.   
Classroom impact of alternate assessment. Teachers have reported both 
positive and negative impacts resulting from administration of alternate 
assessments in their classrooms (Olson et al., 2016; Peterson, 2016; Restorff et 
al., 2012).  Harris (2014) reported that the alternate assessment in Georgia was 
increasing the rigor and achievement of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities who were on the higher level of functioning in that category.  Harris 
(2014) also reported that teachers did not feel it should be a one size fits all 
expectation because students on the lower end of cognitive functioning were not 
benefiting from the increase academic rigor.  Boyett (2017) found that teachers 
were reporting difficulty teaching grade level alternate content standards such as 
multiplication when their students were unable to add single digits.  “Less than 
10% of teachers reported instructing their students at grade-level.  Approximately 
60% of teachers reported teaching students at the instructional level with lower 
level or significantly lower level academic content with significant differences 
between states and content areas” (Restorff et al. 2012, p. 191).  Teachers in the 
Restorff et al. (2012) study felt that their students were not able to be successful 
with grade level content and it needed to be taught at a much lower level for their 
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students to find success with the standards.  A teacher interviewed by Boyett 
(2017) reported “The students get frustrated based on the material.  It is 
frustrating when it is too rigorous for them.  The rigor isn’t appropriate for these 
students” (p. 62).  
Olson et al. (2016) indicated that teachers did not feel that teaching 
academic content to students with significant cognitive disabilities as part of their 
job duties because it took away from the more traditional expectation of teaching 
functional skills to their students.  Peterson (2016) added to that perception by 
stating that teachers were unsure of how the assessment, access to academic 
curriculum, and IEP goals could be combined effectively to develop a cohesive, 
appropriate program for their students with significant cognitive disabilities.  
Ayers et al. (2011) felt that time spent learning alternate standards in preparation 
for an alternate assessment was time wasted because those standards would not 
improve a student’s independent life skills for functioning outside of high school.  
Findings by Harris (2014) had a similar finding with this thought with one teacher 
responding, “You have less time to do life skills with those that need it 
most…Why are we not teaching them the skills that are needed to live in a 
facility, the skills that are needed to care or themselves if they are home with a 
parent or family member?” (p. 58).  Goldstein and Behauniak (2012) also reported 
that teachers were frustrated trying to fit content level standards into their day 
when they had more pressing issues with medically fragile students in their 
classroom, such as ensuring that they were breathing adequately.   
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Goldstein and Behauniak (2012) and Peterson (2016) both found that the 
lack of understanding of how to fit everything into a classroom curriculum that 
was accessible for teachers demonstrated a need for additional professional 
development for those teachers.  Peterson (2016) indicated that specifically, 
professional development that helped teachers to develop connections between 
functional and academic curriculum was important because teachers indicated 
they did not understand how the two could be combined effectively.  Teachers 
also indicated that they would like to be included in professional development 
opportunities that targeted general education teachers (Peterson, 2016).  
There have been few commercial curriculum products developed to be 
used for teaching students with significant cognitive disabilities grade level 
standards (Restorff et al.. 2012).  
  Lack of availability of curriculum may be one reason that half of teachers 
surveys indicated that the alternate academic content standards are 
marginally useful and have little influence on their teaching.  It may also 
be a reason why a sizable number of teachers still lag in their efforts to 
incorporate academic standards into their instruction. (Restorff et al., 
2012, p. 195)   
Teachers felt that they were unprepared to teach the content required of the 
alternate academic standards and they did not have the time to develop the 
curriculum and lessons needed to appropriately teach the content.  Smith-Woofter 
(2010) reported that teachers felt the alternate assessment did not have any impact 
upon their classroom instruction, but they did note that the expectations for 
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students with disabilities had increased.  Restorff et al. (2012) suggested that the 
lack of availability of materials for use with this population may be a reason why 
teachers are frustrated attempting to teach grade level standards to their students.  
“We are asking many teachers to reinvent the wheel for every student who 
requires curriculum adaptations” (Restorff et al., 2012, p. 195). 
Additional studies found that teachers were more willing and able to adapt 
instruction and curriculum to the alternate academic standards.  “55% of teachers 
reported that the AA-AAS (alternate assessment- alternate academic standards) 
has helped them align their instruction to the states’ alternate academic content 
standards and the results were useful in communicating with parents and other 
educators” (Restorff et al., 2012, p. 189).  Debard & Kubow (2002) found that 
many teachers though the state testing helped them to develop and implement 
curriculum with their students.  Olson et al. (2016) found that if students with 
significant cognitive delays were fully included in the general education 
classroom that they were exposed to a curriculum that included “authentic 
learning, making gains, and progress toward goals” (p. 150).  Restorff et al. 
(2012) suggested that one-fourth of teachers agreed that the alternate academic 
content standards diminished the individualization of student programming, 
created unrealistic expectations of students, took too much time away from 
instruction, and increased the likelihood of student frustration” (p. 196).  Olson et 
al. (2016) found that teachers in the school that was studied had a strong sense of 
shared responsibility for all students, both special and regular education.  
Teachers spent time collaborating and discussing the goals, accommodations, and 
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modifications required of each student to demonstrate progress towards goals and 
mastery of standards.  Teachers in the school felt that the best place for all 
students to gain academic knowledge was in the general education classroom, 
where the teachers are content area specialists and the special education teachers 
and assistants were able to provide additional knowledge and supports for the 
students.  A study conducted by Ruppar, Neeper, and Dalsen (2016) supported 
this finding.  Ruppar et al. (2016) found that special education teachers stated that 
they were more comfortable completing the paperwork necessary to implement an 
IEP and that they were more comfortable helping someone else to teach content to 
their students rather than teach the academic content themselves.  This supported 
Olson’s (2016) finding that teachers felt the general education classroom was the 
best way for students to receive academic content.   
A common factor in the positive reporting by teachers was the ability to 
collaborate effectively.  Browder et al. (2006) stated that “collaboration with 
general educators is essential to creating access to the general curriculum” (p. 7).  
Ruppar et al. (2016) found that teachers needed to have a strong working 
relationship with colleagues, community members, and parents to make informed 
decisions about planning curriculum and managing expectations for students with 
severe disabilities.  Collaboration between general education teachers, special 
education teachers, and administration was found to be important to develop a 
curriculum that incorporated student needs and academic standards.  
The examination of the extant literature led the researcher to the 
conclusion that there had been many studies conducted that presented 
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contradictory information since IDEA was developed in 1973.  While the 
researcher was able to find studies that examined the effectiveness and 
appropriateness of past educational programs for special education students, there 
was a clear gap when examining the more recent programs such as NCLB and 
ESSA.  The researcher found that special education was an evolving field and that 
the latest development included alternate academic standards and alternate testing 
being used with the most disabled population, those with significant cognitive 
disabilities.  The researcher was unable to locate studies that examined teachers’ 




Chapter III: Methodology 
This qualitative study investigated the perceptions of special education 
teachers who taught significantly cognitively disabled students in Northeast 
Tennessee regarding the alternate state standards and the alternate state 
assessment.  Creswell (2014) stated that “Qualitative research is an approach for 
exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social 
or human problem” (p. 4).  The qualitative method aligns with this study because 
individual teachers were interviewed to express their opinion of a current, 
changing issue in special education.  The interviews were examined for themes 
and conclusions were drawn about the overall perceptions of teachers in Northeast 
Tennessee.   
Research Design 
The researcher used a qualitative approach when designing this study.  
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that “Qualitative researchers are interested in 
understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their 
worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experience” (p. 6).  Creswell 
(2014) claimed that qualitative research used emerging methods, open ended 
questions, interview data, and interpretation of themes and patterns.  The 
processes used by the researcher followed the description of qualitative research 
by Creswell (2014).  This study examined teacher perceptions, which directly 
aligned with the qualitative approach, that sought to explore opinions and 
experiences of the subjects interviewed.  The purpose of the study was to identify 
the perceptions of special education teachers regarding their ability to balance 
 
51 
curriculum, instruction and IEP goals along with the alternate state standards as 
well as teacher perceptions about using the data from the alternate assessment to 
guide decisions about curriculum, instruction, and IEP goals.  
While under the heading of qualitive research, this study further uses 
interpretive research design.  Klein & Myers (1999) stated that interpretive 
research assumes that knowledge is gained through language, consciousness, and 
shared meanings.  This study uses that theory and the interview responses were 
evaluated with an eye to the specific language used, but also the meanings that 
may have been shared between the interviewee and the researcher.  Schwartz-
Shea & Yanow (2011) said that researchers using interpretive design want, “to let 
their understandings, and indeed, the very existence of concepts that are key to a 
particular setting or situation ‘emerge from the field’- as they often say” (p. 18).  
The study was designed with specific questions asked of each subject with the 
hope of learning more about specific situations and allowed for the interviewees 
to respond in a manner that would see concepts and themes emerge within 
responses from the interviewees.  
Rowlands (2005) stated that interpretive research acknowledges the 
relationship or connection between the researcher and the topic being explored.  
Having taught the alternate academic standards and having administered the 
alternate assessment, the researcher had a connection and personal experience to 
the topics being studied.  Rowlands (2005) stated, “Interpretive researchers reject 
the possibility of an ‘objective’ or ‘factual’ account of events and situations, 
seeking instead a relativistic, albeit shared (between the researcher and the 
 
52 
interviewee) understanding of phenomena” (p. 84).  The researcher had a more 
complete understanding of the topics being discussed by the interviewees because 
they shared a common experience.  The researcher had a unique perspective and 
was able to use that while interpreting interview answers because the researcher 
had been in a similar situation as the interviewee.  
Understanding the subject and being able to interpret answers and 
comments using personal experience is important to interpretive design.  “The 
possibility of the multiplicity of meanings is one of the things that makes 
connections to context critical for both the conduct of the interpretive research 
and its design” (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2011, p. 47).  The researcher was able 
to easily apply interpretive design because of the personal experience in the field.  
Without that experience, comments and answers from interviewees could have 
been interpreted very differently from their intended meaning.  
Participants and Setting 
The participants of the study included special education teachers in 
Northeast Tennessee school districts who provided instruction to significantly 
cognitively disabled students in public high schools.  Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 
defined criterion-based selection when a researcher “first decide what attributes of 
your sample are crucial to your study and then find people or sites that meet those 
criteria” (p. 97).  This study used criterion-based selection to narrow the subject to 
those that should have the most experience and knowledge about the alternate state 
standards and assessments in Northeast Tennessee.  The researcher used criterion-
based selection to ensure that the subjects were public school high school teachers 
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of students with significant cognitive disabilities, they had knowledge of the 
alternate state standards, and had access to score reports for their students from 
alternate assessments given the previous year.  The researcher sought input from 
this specific group of teachers because they should have had the experience and 
knowledge to share about the alternate academic standards and alternate 
assessment. Their opinions should have been developed through their experiences. 
To ensure the teacher had knowledge and experience using the alternate state 
standards and assessments, the teachers interviewed had to have taught at least one 
school year using the alternate state standards and had access to the score reports 
for their students.  The researcher sought to interview at least one teacher from 
each county in Northeast Tennessee that was willing to participate in the study.   
ESSA (2015) designated that only the lowest 1% of students qualify to be 
taught using the alternate state standards and to be assessed using the alternate 
assessment.  Because only the lowest functioning students in the state qualified to 
be taught using the alternate state standards and take the alternate assessment, the 
study addressed the teachers of the lowest 1% of students in the state.  For that 
reason, there were not many teachers in each district that met the sample 
qualifications.  The study focused on teachers who were in public high schools 
because the alternate state standards were not yet developed or used in middle or 
elementary schools in Tennessee at the time of the study; private schools in the 
state of Tennessee were not required to use them in their schools.  In most districts 
in Northeast Tennessee, there were just one or two teachers of significantly 
cognitively disabled students for each county at the high school level.   
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Due to the population being narrow and specific, the researcher chose to 
use a snowball sampling technique to gather a sample population for this study.  
Atkinson and Flint (2001) identified “the main value of snowball sampling as a 
method for obtaining respondents where they are few in number or where some 
degree of trust is required to initiate contact” (p. 2).  The snowball technique was 
often used by qualitative researchers who were using samples that were difficult to 
find due to geographic location, the number of subjects that met a specified 
criterion or the nature of the content of the study.  Valerio et al. (2016) identified 
snowball sampling, as “a chain-referral method where initial participants (seeds) 
recruit others from their social network” (p. 2).  One participant gave the 
researcher the contact for a second participant and so on.  A study conducted by 
Baltar and Brunet (2012) investigated using social networks to find a sample 
population and concluded that using social networks to find an initial subject for a 
study could help the researcher to expand his or her geographical reach and make 
subjects feel more comfortable.  The researcher was confident that  the subjects 
knew other teachers who met the same qualifications and the subjects interviewed 
could put her in contact with other teachers willing to participate in the study.  
Data Collection 
The researcher developed an interview protocol (see Appendix A) based 
upon the research questions for the study.  Interview questions were field tested 
with two teachers who met the criteria for participation but elected not to 
participate in the study.  The interviews were conducted exactly as they would be 
during the study.  The purpose of field testing the interviews was to ensure that the 
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questions were easily understood by participants, the questions were able to be 
answered by the participants, and that interviewer would be able to note where 
follow-up questions might be needed.  The interview protocol was edited to ensure 
the utmost clarity during interview sessions.  An informed consent form (see 
Appendix B) was also developed that outlined the purpose of the study as well as 
the benefits and risks that could be associated with the study.  This informed 
consent form was signed by participants before participating. 
The researcher completed and submitted an application to the institutional 
review board (IRB) at Lincoln Memorial University.  Once IRB approval was 
granted, the researcher created a Facebook post on her personal profile asking for 
high school teachers in Northeast Tennessee who taught CDC classes if they 
would be interested in being interviewed for her study.  She received seven 
responses of interest from her group of followers.  The researcher privately 
contacted each of the interested respondents and disclosed the purpose of the study 
and requested their participation in the study.  If the teacher was interested in 
participating, a letter of informed consent was presented to the participants through 
email and a follow-up phone call was conducted to discuss any questions or 
concerns.  Willing participants signed the consent form and it was digitally sent 
back to the researcher. The researcher then set up a mutually convenient time for 
the interview to be conducted by phone or Zoom digital conferencing.  
Interviews were individually scheduled with willing participants during 
the month of January 2020.  Due to distance between the counties in Northeast 
Tennessee, interviews were conducted by phone.  The interviews were recorded on 
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a voice recorder that did not have internet capability for later transcription.  The 
interviewer also took notes during the interview as a back-up to the voice 
recording in the event that there was an error or malfunction with the machine.  
The interviewer started each interview session with a statement reminding 
the participant that participation was voluntary and that they may choose not to 
answer a question if they were not comfortable providing an answer.  Participants 
were also told that their responses would be kept confidential and if a response was 
used from the interview in the assessment of the study, that the name and county of 
the participant would not be revealed.  Before each interview was completed, the 
researcher asked the subject if he or she knew of another teacher who met the 
qualifications for the study and if they could assist her in getting in contact with 
that individual.   
After each session, the researcher reviewed the voice recording and 
transcribed each interview.  The researcher used the voice recording to accurately 
document the interview questions as well as the responses of the participants.  The 
researcher reviewed each transcript to ensure that the data was recorded correctly.  
The researcher also sent a copy of the transcript to each participant to check for 
accuracy and to allow participants to clarify or add additional information they 
wanted conveyed in their responses.  The transcripts were scanned and any notes 
from the session that were important were added (long pauses or nervous laughter).   
Analytical Methods 
By using Tesch’s Eight Steps in the Coding Process (Creswell, 2014), the 
researcher began to look at the transcripts for data.  Tesch encouraged the 
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researcher to (1) read through each transcript and make a few notes; (2) choose 
one transcript, make notes, and ask What is this about? while it is being read; (3) 
apply #2 to the other transcripts and begin to cluster together some topics; (4) 
develop codes from the topics grouped in #3; (5) use the codes to develop and 
condense the groups into more defined categories; (6) choose the final codes to be 
used and put them in alphabetical order; (7) place the data into the correct coding 
categories and analyze; (8) recode data if necessary.  The researcher followed 
Tesch’s eight steps to analyze and develop codes from the interview transcripts.  
The transcripts were examined one at a time and codes were developed, reviewed, 
and analyzed until final categories were chosen to group data.  Once final codes 
were chosen, the data was re-examined to ensure accuracy of coding.   
Trustworthiness 
The researcher developed an interview protocol to be used in all 
interviews (face to face, online, or by phone).  After developing the protocol, the 
researcher tested the protocol with two separate individuals who would not be 
participants in the research study.  The test interviews were conducted to ensure 
that the interview protocol was clear and would provide valid results.  The 
interview protocol was edited and finalized based upon the results of the test 
interviews.  
The researcher conducted each interview and made attempts to present 
questions with the same tone and intent.  After interviews were completed, the 
researcher transcribed the interviews before coding began.  After the researcher 
coded the interviews, two individuals not associated with the study volunteered to 
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code the interview data as well.  Confidentiality of the volunteers was held by 
assigning each of them a pseudonym and referring to them only by the assigned 
pseudonym when referencing their participation.  The volunteers’ names and 
locations were not made known to the subjects and were not mentioned in the 
study.  The three coders found 98 % of common themes among the data. 
The researcher made efforts to interview people from different counties in  
Northeast Tennessee.  By using the snowball technique to find her sample, she 
was able to interview several people who were in the same counties, but also 
teachers who were in adjacent counties.  This led to a geographically similar 
sample, which was what the researcher intended.  
Limitations and Delimitations  
Limitations in a research study could be described as things that were out 
of the control of the researcher (Simon, 2011).  One limitation in this study was 
the number of teachers who met the criteria to be participants in the study.  In the 
state of Tennessee only teachers of the lowest cognitively disabled students used 
the alternate state standards and alternate assessments with their students.  The 
number of teachers in each district teaching those students was very limited due to 
the low numbers of students enrolled with significant cognitive disabilities. 
Another limitation to the study was the ability to include only public high 
school teachers of significantly cognitively disabled students.  In Tennessee, the 
alternate state standards were only developed for high school students at the time 
of this study.  Input from elementary and middle school teachers was not valid for 
the purpose of this study.  Private school teachers were excluded because they 
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were not required to use the alternate state standards or assessments with their 
students.  
Using the snowball technique was a limitation to the study because the 
respondents were those limited to connections with interviewees.  Since one 
person would recommend a second and so on, not every county in north east 
Tennessee was included in the study.  Of the 9 interviews, two counties were 
represented by more than one teacher.  One county had three teachers 
interviewed, a second county had two teachers interviewed, and four additional 
counites had a single teacher interviewed.  The population may not have been as 
expansive and representative as the researcher would have preferred.  Teachers 
from four additional counties were contacted by email, but they did not respond.  
Seven counties in north east Tennessee were not represented either due to the 
teacher not responding to an interview request or due to the snowball technique 
for selection not producing a potential interviewee from that county.  
Delimitations in a research study could be described as things that the 
researcher chose to impose upon the study (Simon, 2011).  The researcher used 
the delimitation of focusing only on Northeast Tennessee as opposed to the entire 
state of Tennessee.  The researcher chose to limit the geographical area of the 
study to include teachers in Northeast Tennessee as opposed to the entire state of 
Tennessee due to the vast cultural, political, and economic disparities found in the 
different geographic areas of the state.  Northeast Tennessee is mostly rural to 
suburban, middle to low economic status, republican voters, with specific values 
and views on education.  Results from other areas of the state would be interesting 
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and could show a difference of opinion potentially due to the differences in 
culture, political views, and economic status.  
The researcher also focused only on the perceptions of teachers who were 
teaching students with significant cognitive disabilities and not those teachers 
who may have taught general education or other special education students.  The 
purpose of the study was to examine the perceptions of special education teachers 
in the Northeast Tennessee, so general education teachers were automatically 
excluded from the sample.  When designing the study, the researcher felt that 
other teachers may not have a grasp on what the alternate state standards or 
alternate assessment were or their impacts upon curriculum, instruction, and IEP 
development.  
Assumptions and Biases of the Study 
The researcher assumed that teachers would answer interview questions 
with integrity and honesty.  The researcher also assumed that the teachers who 
responded would be a representative sample of teachers among the state and that 
the opinions expressed through the survey responses were representative of the 
majority of teachers in the state, including those who did not participate.  An 
additional assumption was that the triple coding of data was able to eliminate pre-
conceived notions of the researcher and that the data was interpreted correctly.  
Bias is inherent in any study, even when the researcher makes attempts to 
remove it or lessen the extent in which it interferes with results.  Because the 
researcher was a special education teacher who had her own opinions and 
complications regarding the alternate state standards and assessments, she made 
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attempts to limit the impression they made upon the interview questions, the 
interviewees, and results of the study.  The researcher used a pre-test of the 
interview protocol to identify potential problems and bias with the interview 
questions.  The interview protocol was edited using feedback received through the 
pre-test.  After data was collected, the researcher also used two independent 
coders to validate the themes identified within the results of the study to ensure 
that personal bias was limited within data collection.   
The researcher was a special education high school teacher who had 
participated in teaching alternate state standards and administering the alternate 
state assessment to students with significant cognitive disabilities.  After teaching 
for over 20 years, the researcher was presented with new alternate standards to 
present to her students and found it difficult to appropriately present the material 
in meaningful ways.  The researcher struggled with interpreting the scores from 
the assessment to help develop and guide instruction for students.  This 
frustration could have presented a negative impact upon the results of the study 
because the internal bias and perceptions of the researcher could impact the data 
analysis.  The researcher was cognizant of this bias and sought to avoid placing 
personal feelings into data analysis.  The researcher also had results analyzed by 
two separate individuals to confirm themes that were found through coding data.  
A proxy interviewer was considered to additionally prevent bias but was 
rejected due to the nature of the material being discussed.  Because the alternate 
state standards are used by a relatively small number of teachers in the state (less 
than 1%), it was deemed important to the study that the interviewer be very 
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familiar with the alternate standards and the assessment.  This was beneficial 
when asking follow-up questions and when certain lingo or abbreviations were 
used by the subjects being interviewed.  The subjects being interviewed were also 
more comfortable speaking to someone who was using the standards and had 
given the alternate assessment.  The interviewees were able to answer the 
questions asked without having to provide a lot of historical information to make 
sure that their answers were understood and were clear because the interviewer 
was familiar with the history and the current situation.  Allowing the researcher to 
interview the participants also provided the researcher with the benefit of 
reviewing the data as it was being collected and being aware of the tone of voice 
used by the interviewees.  Sometimes answers were able to be interpreted certain 
ways because the speaker was using sarcasm or anger that may have been lost in 
interpretation and translation.  
The researcher was personally connected to several of the teachers 
interviewed.  Before interviews were conducted, the researcher read a statement 
that asked participants to use integrity when answering questions and to attempt 
to not allow the interviewers personal perceptions to influence their opinions or 
answers.  To ensure that data was valid, the researcher requested interviews with 
people whom she had not met or spoken with prior to the study whenever 
possible.  The researcher also excluded participants from the county in which she 
was a teacher because there had been several specific discussions with those 
teachers prior to the study about the alternate standards and assessments and it 
was felt that those discussions may have undue influence upon their answers.  
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The researcher used methods that were proven for effectiveness in past 
research such as Tech’s 8 Steps for Coding and having data coded by two 
independent assistants to provide trustworthiness in the study. The researcher 
protected confidentiality of her subjects by using pseudonyms for subjects. The 
researcher protected the study by identifying limitations, delimitations, and bias.  
The study was conducted with the expectation that the results were valid, free of 





Chapter IV: Analyses and Results 
As federal and state requirements changed and a more academic 
curriculum was mandated by legislation such as ESSA (2015), teachers were 
faced with providing an academic based curriculum for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities.  The extant literature related to alternate state standards and 
testing argued that there was concern among teachers when faced with providing 
a more academic curriculum as opposed to a functional curriculum for students 
with significant cognitive disabilities (Agran et al., 2002; Browder et al., 2007).  
A gap was found in the extant literature that led the researcher to inquire about 
teacher perceptions of the impact of increased academic focus and level found in 
the alternate academic state standards and alternate testing on the development of 
instruction, curriculum and IEP development for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities.  
Data Analysis 
The researcher conducted interviews with 9 teachers of students with 
significant cognitive disabilities.  The teachers were from 6 different counties in 
Northeast Tennessee.  The researcher began with a Facebook posting asking for 
volunteers to be interviewed for a dissertation.  Several teachers expressed interest 
and after additional contacts, the researcher set up interviews with the two 
subjects who returned the informed consent.  The interviews were completed, and 
the teachers gave the researcher the names of several other teachers who they 
thought would be willing to be interviewed.  The researcher then contacted those 
teachers and the process repeated itself four times until nine subjects were 
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interviewed.  All teachers were assigned a pseudonym and their district was 
assigned a letter to protect confidentiality.  Teachers were also asked to divulge 
the approximate cognitive functioning level of their students as well as the 
number of years they had taught (see Figure 1). 
Subject Pseudonym Classroom Level District Years Taught 
Helen Low A 15 
Julie Low/Middle A 3 
Michael High B 2 
Gretchen Middle C 7 
Carol Low/Middle D 5 
Brandon Low/Middle E 25 
Adam High F 2 
Tracy Low F 4 
Henry  Middle F 1 
Figure 1: Pseudonyms and Demographic Information of Subjects  
The interviews were recorded with participant permission following the 
submission of informed consent.  When interviews were completed, the 
researcher used the recording to play back the interviews and transcribe them.  
The transcription was checked against the recording before the recordings were 
deleted from the recorder.  Each transcription was printed so that it could be 
further analyzed by the researcher.  
The researcher used the steps described in Tesch’s Eight Steps in the 
Coding Process (Creswell, 2014) to code the data gathered through the interviews.  
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Step 1: The researcher read through each transcript and took some notes.  On this 
first reading the researcher marked a “+” or a “-” next to responses to notate if 
they were positive or negative responses.  The researcher also noted whether they 
dealt with background or miscellaneous information (BG), the alternate academic 
standards (AS) or the alternate assessment (AA) (see Figure 2). 
BG AS AA 
1. How many years have you 
taught students with 
significant cognitive 
disabilities? How many 
students are in your class 
this school year? How many 
are scheduled to take the 
alternate assessment during 
high school?  
 
2. In your classroom, about how much 
time is spent on academic vs 
functional skills? How much time is 
spent addressing IEP goals? Are they 
taught separately, or combined? Why? 
3. How have the alternate state standards 
impacted the curriculum used in your 
classroom?  
4. How has your instruction changed 
since the alternate state standards 
were developed?  
5. How do you determine student 
success or growth on the alternate 
state standards? How do you help 
students who are not experiencing 
success or growth on alternate state 
standards?  
6. How have the alternate state standards 
changed the way that you write IEPs 
for your students? 
7. How have the alternate state standards 
changed the way that IEP goals are 
addressed/taught in your classroom?  
8. Have you received training in 
teaching the alternate state standards 
to your students? How would you rate 
that training? Why? 
9. If you could make changes to the 
alternate state standards, what would 
they be?  
10. Do you have any comments you 
would like to add regarding the alternate 
state standards or the alternate 
assessment? 
 
10. What is your perception of the 
alternate assessment?  
11.  How would you rate the training 
received to administer the alternate 
assessment? How would you 
improve upon this?  
12. What is your perception of the 
score report you receive for your 
students from the alternate 
assessment?  
13. How do the scores you receive 
from the alternate assessment 
impact your instruction and IEP 
development?  
14. Have you received training on 
reading or using score reports to 
assist in future instruction for your 
students? How would you improve 
upon this? 
15. How do you think that the alternate 
assessment could be improved to 
assist you in providing instruction 
for your students?  
16. Do you have any comments you 
would like to add regarding the 
alternate state standards or the 
alternate assessment? 
 
Figure 2: Interview questions sorted by categories 
 Step 2: The researcher chose one transcript, made additional notes while 
it was read a second time.  The researcher marked the interview with the codes 
BG, AA, and AS as the transcripts were read.  
Step 3: The researcher repeated step 2 for the remainder of the interviews. 
The interviews were then cut apart, making sure each response had the 
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pseudonym of the interviewee listed on it.  As the responses were cut apart, they 
were placed into 3 piles (BG, AS, & AA).  
Step 4: The researcher placed the BG pile to the side as it was more 
demographic information and no further analysis of that data was necessary.  The 
researcher then read through the responses and began to divide the data further 
into smaller groupings.  Smaller themes began to emerge (see Figure 3). 
AS AA 
1AS    Standards too hard 
2AS    IEP = functional/ standard = academic 
3AS    No time IEP and Standards 
4AS    No resources available 
5AS    Do not impact IEP 
6AS   Developed for high functioning 
7AS   Training geared to high functioning 
8AS   Training did not help instruction or IEP 
1AA Test too hard 
2AA       Not helpful for instruction 
3AA Students frustrated  
4AA Score report confusing 
5AA Score report vague 
6AA Scores not helpful for IEP  
Figure 3: Smaller themes developed in step 4. 
Step 5: The researcher then read through each of the smaller themes and 
the data that was placed into each group.  The researcher combined similar groups 
to develop more defined themes.  
Step 6: The researcher named the broader themes that continued to be 
divided by the alternate standards (AS) and the alternate assessment (AA).  The 
researcher concluded that there were three sub-themes that fell under the alternate 
standards and two sub-themes that fell under the alternate assessment.  Those sub-
themes encompassed all of the initial themes that were developed in step 4.    
Step 7: The researcher reviewed the data that was placed into each final 
code (BG, AA, or AS) and the themes to ensure that all of the data was placed 
correctly (see Figure 4).  
Step 8: The researcher reviewed the themes and data a final time to 
determine if recoding was necessary and it was determined that recoding of the 
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data was not needed because the themes found were strong, and all data was 
easily tracked into a proper theme that made sense to the researcher.  
AS- Research Question 1 AS Themes AA- Research Question 
2 
AA Themes 
1. Given the alternate 
state standards 
established in 2018 
and the IEP 
requirements for each 
student, what is the 
perception of special 




activities with IEP 










2. How do special 
education teachers of 
severely cognitively 
disabled students in 
Tennessee perceive 
the effectiveness of 
the results from the 
Tennessee Alternate 
Assessment to guide 
decisions about 
curriculum, 







































not relevant or 
helpful to 
their teaching. 
Figure 4: Final Codes and themes 
 The researcher then examined each of the codes and counted the data that 
was placed into the themes to see how often themes were discussed by 
participants in the interviews.  Some of the participants mentioned topics more 
than once in their answers and each response was counted as a separate data point.  
The information is examined further under headings research question 1 and 
research question 2.  
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The transcripts were then given to two independent readers to confirm the 
codes and themes.  Among the three main codes- background/miscellaneous, 
alternate standards and alternate assessment, there was 100% inter-rater 
reliability.  When examining the themes, the independent readers did come up 
with many of the initial themes that the researcher found (see Figure 3).  Some of 
the wording was slightly different, but the meaning of the themes was the same.  
One of the readers did not develop as many themes as the researcher and the other 
reader, but when looking at the final themes, all of the data was able to be 
categorized into the same three codes and five themes that the researcher had in 
the final code/theme chart (see Figure 4).   
Research Questions 
Research question 1. Given the alternate state standards established in 
2018 and the IEP requirements for each student, what is the perception of special 
education teachers in Tennessee on balancing curriculum and instructional 
activities with IEP goals for students with significant cognitive disabilities?  
The researcher used a qualitative format for the study that involved 
interviewing nine teachers of students with significant cognitive disabilities.  The 
researcher identified nine questions from the interviews that identified with 
Research Question 1 (see Figure 5).  The researcher to identified three main 
themes among the responses from the interviews.  Data points were tracked and 
noted each time a subject mentioned a theme in their answers.  The researcher 
noted that at least 67% of respondents referenced the common theme in all 
responses regarding the alternate state standards.  
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Research Question Theme Number of Teacher 
References 
3. Given the alternate state 
standards established in 
2018 and the IEP 
requirements for each 
student, what is the 
perception of special 
education teachers in 
Tennessee on balancing 
curriculum and 
instructional activities 




3.1 Teachers perceive alternate 
standards as too difficult for 
their students. 
16 
1.2 Teachers perceive alternate 
academic standards cannot 
be effectively combined 
with IEP functional goals. 
 
17 
3.2 Teachers perceive the 
training received for the 
alternate standards was not 
relevant or helpful to their 
teaching. 
12 
Figure 5: Summary of themes from Research Question 1.    
Teachers perceive alternate standards as too difficult for their students. 
All of the teachers interviewed were frustrated with the alternate academic 
standards and their students’ inability to make progress on the standards.  The 
teachers felt that there were more important things, like life skills, that their 
students should have been focusing on instead of the alternate academic standards 
that the state had mandated. than the material in the standards.  Julie noted, “I still 
feel that the standards should reflect where they are academically, not where their 
grade level peers are.”  Michael stated,  
I still have a real hard time seeing all of these various courses being the 
best thing for our kids.  If our kids could accomplish all of these courses 
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with just some modification and things then I feel like they would be 
sitting in those regular ed classes at the high school.  
 Teachers conveyed that they wanted to teach students at their academic 
functioning level, not at a level that was sometimes 10 grades beyond where they 
were functioning.  One teacher, Gretchen, stated that she teaches the standards, 
“in name only.  And I hate that, but it is a farce.”   
Teachers interviewed did not seem to understand why the standards were 
written at such a high academic level, when their students were cognitively 
functioning years and years below grade level.  Helen noted that some of her 
students were unable to count but were expected to participate in lessons on 
Algebra I and II.  She felt that that student’s time would be better spent learning 
skills that would allow her further independence and life functioning skills, but 
the mandate from the state to include the alternate academic standards in her 
educational program diminished the time and focus to do so.   
So, I’ve got my really low-functioning kids who don’t have a clue what 
I’m talking about and they could care less.  And then I’ve got my high-
functioning kids who are all still kind of confused.  I’m trying to explain it 
and break it down. (Helen)   
She expressed being frustrated because she was not able to bring most of the 
standards down to a level where they could grasp the material, even on a very 
basic level.  Adam stated,  
I can honestly say that I don’t think I have seen any student growth 
specifically using the alternate state standards.  I feel like they are too high 
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for my kids.  And I want us to reach for loftier goals, but these are too 
high. 
Teachers who were interviewed questioned why the state had changed the 
focus of the programming from life skills to a more academic program because 
they felt that it was going to leave their students unprepared for the real world 
when they graduated from high school.  One teacher, Tracy, stated, “We need to 
be teaching them things that they are going to use throughout life.  Why waste our 
time doing things that they are never going to use?  Algebra and essay writing, 
give me a break.”  Tracy explained that in her program, she tried to focus on 
things like cleaning, cooking, hygiene, as well as very basic academic skills like 
signing your name and counting money.  The essay writing and Algebra skills 
were far beyond where her students would be able to achieve success.  
Teachers perceive alternate academic standards cannot be effectively 
combined with IEP functional goals.  It was interesting to note that all of the 
teachers claimed to combine their academic teaching of the alternate standards 
with the teaching of their more functional goals, but as they expanded on their 
answers, all of the teachers also noted that it was impossible for them to cover 
both the alternate academic standards and their student’s ability based IEP goals.  
One reason noted for that difficulty was that the alternate academic standards and 
the IEP goals were written many grade levels apart, and it was very difficult to 
find ways to combine the two.  Julie stated the standards were, “very difficult to 
use with the students who are severely impacted.  I don’t think the standards are 
geared towards them.”  She went on to say that that the severely impacted 
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students in her classroom should be working on more functional skills and they 
should not be focused on standards that were geared towards students who may be 
much more academically capable of understanding them.  
Teachers were feeling frustration with trying to combine the alternate 
academic standards and IEP goals because they were so many grade levels apart 
from one another.  One example discussed by a teacher was that she was trying to 
teach her class according to the Algebra I alternate state standards, but none of the 
students in her class could identify numbers or add.  Students’ IEP goals dealt 
with identifying numbers and coins, and the standards were having them evaluate 
expressions.  
  Carol stated, “It has made it difficult to make sure that I am hitting all of 
those standards instead of focusing on my students’ specific IEP goals.”  Having 
time in the day to reach the alternate state standards as well as a student’s ability 
based IEP goals was also a source of frustration for teachers.  Teachers felt that 
they were sacrificing time from needed life skills to teach students skills that were 
far beyond their comprehension level.  
Teachers perceive the training received for the alternate standards was 
not relevant or helpful to their teaching.  Six of the 9 teachers interviewed did 
not value or rate the training provided for the alternate standards as something 
that was beneficial.  The teachers interviewed were disappointed that the training 
seemed to be geared towards students who were on the higher end of the spectrum 
of cognitive functioning.  The researcher felt it was important to note that the 
three teachers who did not rate the training as poor also described their classroom 
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as mostly middle to high functioning cognitively disabled students.  This 
coordinated with the disappointment felt by the teachers of middle to low 
cognitive functioning students.  One of the interviewees, Henry, stated,  
I feel like the presenter only addressed the higher end of our students and 
the examples she gave for teaching the lower ones basically had them 
sitting and answering, ‘What letter is this?’ while everyone else was 
talking about something else.  I don’t feel like the lower functioning 
students were actively engaged even in the examples provided.  
Some of the teachers commented that the training was confusing because there 
was no standard of performance for students on the alternate academic standards.  
More than one respondent stated that the instructor from the state department told 
the teachers that students did not have to reach any level of mastery to pass.  
Tracy replied, “Well, then why are we even bothering?”  The teachers were 
unsure why the state had developed the alternate state standards, but that there 
was no level for determining if a student was progressing or making growth on 
the standards.  Teachers were told the standards just had to be presented to the 
students and that they did not have to master or show growth on any of the 
standards.  This led to confusion among teachers as to how important the 
standards were in programming for their students.  
 The interviewees also expressed disappointment with the lack of 
curriculum, materials and guidance provided by the state when the alternate state 
standards were mandated.  Henry stated,  
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We have not been given what we need to support us.  If anybody else’s 
standards changed, then their curriculum changes with them and they 
have new supplies and resources and everything.  So, I feel like I get 
information about what our requirements are by not necessarily how we 
are supposed to meet those expectations. 
Another teacher, Carol,  expressed frustration with the lack of support and 
resources to use with her class when she answered, “There are no good resources 
that I have found that will bring 70% of that history down to the level where my 
students will fully understand it.”  When teachers feel they are unable to 
adequately teach and prepare their students to understand material presented, they 
get frustrated.  A comment by Henry showed the continued theme of frustration,  
I think if we are going to be giving standards to teach, then we also 
deserve the respect of somebody putting out a curriculum to support it.  
We need to have something written more for our kids where they are 
standing.  
He continued on to express the frustration of trying to adapt regular education 
materials for his students and discussed how difficult it was to modify every 
single thing that he presented to his students, especially because he was not a 
content area specialist in areas like science and history.  
Research question 2. How do special education teachers of severely 
cognitively disabled students in Tennessee perceive the usefulness of the results 
from the Tennessee Alternate Assessment to guide decisions about curriculum, 
instruction, and IEP development?  
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During the interviews, the researcher asked six questions that pertained 
specifically to the teacher’s perceptions of the alternate assessment (see Figure 1).  
The researcher found that the responses were surprising in that none of the 
teachers felt the test was appropriate for their students’ cognitive levels or that it 
was a tool that could assist them in their instruction or IEP development.  “The 
test just tells me what I already know, that my students cannot do well on the 
test,” reported Carol.  Their responses indicated that the test was too difficult for 
their students, that many of them guessed their way through, that it was not 
meaningful because it assessed them on a level that was much higher than their 
cognitive functioning, and that it was not helpful for their programming or future 
instruction with their students (see Figure 6) 
Research Question Theme Number of 
References 




disabled students in 
Tennessee perceive 
the usefulness of 






instruction, and IEP 
development? 
2.1 Teachers perceived 
that the test was 





perceived that the 
score report was 
not helpful for 
decisions about 
curriculum, 
instruction or IEP 
development. 
23 
Figure 6: Summary of themes from Research Question 2.  
Though none of the interviewees felt that the test was helpful for them, all 
the teachers interviewed did make mention that they gave the test with fidelity 
and followed the detailed instructions given during the online training.  They took 
test administration seriously and followed all protocols.  Teachers interviewed 
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were careful not to discuss specific test details, all information they shared was 
general and pertained to the academic standards and how they felt that the test 
was developed for more advanced students.   
Teachers perceived that the test was not aligned with student abilities. 
Most of the teachers interviewed (7 out of 9) felt that the content on the test was 
too difficult based upon their students’ cognitive abilities.  It is interesting to note 
that the two teachers who did not reply that the content was too difficult for their 
students also identified their classrooms as having students with the higher level 
of cognitive disabilities.  Most of the teachers mentioned that their students were 
asked questions about material that was many grade levels beyond their cognitive 
functioning.  Due to test confidentiality, specific test questions and materials were 
not discussed.  It was the consensus of 7 of 9 of the teachers that the material the 
students were tested on was not material they would be able to learn or master.  
Henry said,  
Where our kids are at, they [the standards] are not the concepts that we 
can teach them.  So, the concepts that they are testing them on, those 
aren’t things that no matter how hard I try, I could not work on that.  I 
can’t work on these certain concepts when I’ve got kids that can’t add two 
plus two.  
Another teacher, Michael, said that the test made him feel sad, especially for his 
students that were aware that they could not successfully complete the questions 
asked on the assessment.  Even with having some manipulatives and having it 
read aloud, and a scribe, the content was too difficult for them to be successful.  
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He said that it made them feel defeated and it made him feel sad to have to give it 
to them.  All the teachers agreed that students felt frustration with the test.  Four 
of the teachers mentioned having behavior issues with students during testing 
because of their students being frustrated by the content level of the material.  
Teachers perceived that the score report was not helpful for decisions 
about curriculum, instruction or IEP development.  All nine of the teachers 
interviewed were very negative about the score report that was provided after the 
alternate assessment was taken by students.  None of the teachers had reported 
any training in reading the score reports or instruction as to what the scoring 
guidelines meant for their students.  Henry stated, “I guess I can see that all of my 
kids- they aren’t the bottom of the barrel or something, but I’m also wondering; 
how did they come up with that?”  Four of the teachers specifically stated that 
they looked at the score reports, made a copy for parents and then filed them 
away.  The reports were not looked at again or used to develop instruction or IEP 
goals because they were not an accurate reflection of their student’s abilities.  
Helen gave an example from a test she had given to a student with a very, 
very low IQ, who was non-verbal and extremely limited in his abilities.  The test 
asked the student to hand her a block that the student thought might match a 
question that involved statistics.  When his test results were returned, they showed 
that the student could do probability, figure out slope, and he could write 
sentences.  These were all skills that were very far beyond the capabilities of the 
student.  Helen said, “I just think it is silly. That was not an accurate interpretation 
of anything.  I think it’s very misleading and deceptive, especially to parents who 
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may be expecting more from their kid.”  Three other teachers relayed similar 
examples to me during interviews of students who had high level skills listed on 
their score report as skills that the student could perform, when in reality, the 
student was not cognitively close to that level and had no way to attain that actual 
score other than through good guessing.   
Another example that stands out was relayed by a teacher who had a 
severely impacted student who happily answered “B” to every single question on 
the test (except for 3 that he chose “A” in the middle of the test).  He didn’t care 
what the questions were- he would tell her “B” when she started to read a 
question and then “B” again after she made him listen through the whole thing.  
When she got his scores, that student scored higher than another student in her 
class who had the highest academic ability and really tried hard on the test.  Julie 
said, “The test and the scores that we get on the test are not an accurate reflection 
of my student’s abilities and I don’t use them for any planning purposes.”   
 All the teachers interviewed mentioned that the score report was vague or 
that it did not provide enough detail to help guide future instruction for their 
students.  It did not tell teachers specific areas where they could identify specific 
skills that their students may need to focus on for the future.  Teachers wanted the 
score reports to give them specific information that they could incorporate into 
future planning for lessons and to assist their students to grow on the required 
skills, but the score reports given did not provide that information. 
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Summary of Results 
Teachers interviewed by the researcher in this study shared common 
opinions on the alternate state standards and the alternate assessment for 
significantly cognitively disabled students in Tennessee.  The researcher sought to 
answer two specific research questions and she was able to find common 
responses from nine special educators in Northeast Tennessee.  When examining 
the alternate state standards, it was the perception of the teachers that the alternate 
state standards did not provide assistance in developing instruction, curriculum or 
IEP goals for their students.  The alternate state standards were developed on an 
academic level that was deemed too difficult for most of the students, the teachers 
did not feel that they had been provided resources to instruct their students on the 
standards and they did not have the time to combine the standards with their other 
ability based and life skills curriculum.  In Research Question 2 the researcher 
sought to find teachers perceptions of the alternate assessment and its impact on 
instruction, curriculum and the development of IEPs.  It was found that the 
alternate assessment provided no assistance to the teachers in the development of 
instructional activities, curriculum or the development of IEP goals.  The teachers 
reported that the test was not an accurate reflection of their students’ abilities, that 
the score reports were vague and not helpful and that the test was frustrating to 





Chapter V: Conclusions and Recommendations 
This study sought to gain insight into teachers’ perceptions of the alternate 
academic standards and alternate assessment in Tennessee.  Teachers, 
administration, college preparation programs, and educational stakeholders could 
use the results of the study to learn by examining the shared experiences of the 
teachers interviewed in this study.  The results of the study led the researcher to 
several conclusions that were formed by examining the perceptions of the 
teachers interviewed.  Conclusions formed included the perception that teachers 
found the alternate standards and test inappropriate for most of the intended 
population, that the teachers felt the state developed a program and did not 
provide support for implementation, and that the teachers felt that the developers 
of the programs were out of touch with their classroom populations and abilities.  
The researcher was able to generalize the findings and develop implications that 
included the need for more training, curriculum and instruction development, and 
the need to involve teachers in the process of redeveloping or editing the current 
program to make it more suitable and to improve teacher buy-in to the alternate 
academic standards and assessment.  
Conclusions of the Study 
Through interviews, the researcher was able to identify that special 
education teachers did not feel that the alternate academic standards for 
significantly cognitively disabled students were appropriate.  This aligned with 
previous research that suggested teachers viewed a more functional vs academic 
curriculum as better for their students (Patton et al., 1997).  Teachers believed that 
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a functional, life skills curriculum helped to prepare their students for life outside 
of high school, and that was their primary goal in educating students with 
significant cognitive disabilities (Alwell & Cobb, 2009; Ayers et al., 2011; Bouck 
& Joshi, 2015).  
The researcher concluded that the alternate academic standards were not 
meaningful to students or teachers.  There has been research into the most 
appropriate skills that were required for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities.  Studies found that students showed more growth on skills that 
provided them with an outcome that applied to their lives (Ayers et al., 2012).  
The researcher saw that pattern continue with the perceptions of the teachers 
interviewed in this study.  The researcher found that teachers and students were 
unable to develop a connection to skills they would need for future independence 
and learning Punnett squares in science, so the instruction on Punnett squares was 
not completed with as much purpose as perhaps instruction on how to run a 
washing machine.  
It was also concluded that teachers felt the state of Tennessee had not 
adequately addressed how teachers should combine teaching the alternate 
academic standards and a student’s IEP goals in the classroom setting.  The 
academic level of the alternate standards and the goals written in a student’s IEP 
were typically at such an extreme difference in level, that it was impossible to 
teach both in a combined curriculum.  Past studies have concluded that this 
problem has been discussed many times, but not solved (Ballard & Dymond, 
2017; Browder & Spooner, 2006; Courtade et al., 2012).  
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There have been many attempts to find a universal assessment for students 
with significant cognitive disabilities (Goldstein & Behuniak, 2012).  All have 
been found to have some positive and negative aspects.  After analyzing the data 
from the interviews, the researcher concluded that the current alternate assessment 
in Tennessee, which consisted of mostly multiple-choice questions being 
answered, was not appropriate for most of the population labeled significantly 
cognitively disabled.  Teachers interviewed felt the test was not a reliable measure 
of their student’s abilities and they did not use results in any meaningful manner.   
The researcher concluded that the current model of alternate assessment in 
Tennessee is not a quality instrument that indicates student growth or 
achievement.  The teachers interviewed all discussed this in their responses, some 
going as far as calling the test a farce, a waste of time, and a point of frustration 
for teachers and students.  The extant literature discusses this at length (Browder 
et al., 2005; Crawford & Tindal, 2006; Elliott & Roach, 2007; Kim et al., 2006;).  
Though the test has changed format over the years moving from a portfolio 
assessment to a computer and paper/pencil multiple-choice test, it is clear from 
the interviews conducted in this study, that it still is not a valid instrument that 
provides teachers with confidence or scores that they feel are valid.  The 
researcher did not investigate which testing format would be the most valid for 
this population of student, but from the data provided by the teachers, they 
perceived that testing that would consider the cognitive level of the individual 
student would be most appropriate.  
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Implications for Practice and Research 
All of the teachers interviewed questioned the appropriateness of the 
academic level of the alternate academic standards, stating that they were written 
at a level that was too difficult and unattainable for their students.  One 
implication to be considered is the revision of the alternate academic standards, to 
ensure that each standard would be appropriate for multiple levels of students and 
that it could easily be adapted and differentiated.  Involving teachers in the 
process and insisting that state stakeholders visit the classrooms before designing 
new alternate academic standards would be most beneficial.  Five of the 9 
teachers interviewed stated that the decision makers designing the standards did 
not understand the levels at which their students were functioning, because if they 
had, the standards would have been written at a more basic and functional level.  
Bringing the designers of the standards, the teachers, and the students together 
and cooperatively developing a working plan would help to ensure that all 
stakeholders are involved and vested in the process and the success of the 
program.  Involving all parties in the process and ensuring that all parties are 
aware of the populations that would be using the standards before they were 
developed would help to ensure that they were designed appropriately for 
classroom use and student success.  
A second implication is that the state should consider developing the 
standards with a clear purpose that is easily surmised by the teachers who would 
be using them in their classrooms.  The teachers interviewed felt that the alternate 
academic standards did not hold a valuable purpose for their students.  The 
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standards need to be developed so that the teachers expected to teach them can 
clearly see the purpose for their students and the students will find relevance in 
them as well.  The teachers need to be approached in an appropriate setting to 
discuss not only the purpose of implementing the alternate academic standards, 
but exactly why those alternate academic standards are important for their 
students.  The teachers interviewed also expressed frustration at the amount of 
time that was now spent on academic skills, when they felt that functional life 
skills were more important for their students because the functional skills would 
provide their students with opportunities for independence and daily functioning, 
while learning about the Mayflower Compact would not.   
Another implication for the state is to provide training and professional 
development for teachers and administrators that is effective and allows the 
teachers to have confidence in their abilities to teach the standards and to provide 
the appropriate instruction for their students to grow and experience success.  The 
state needs to understand that it is not only important to express what the 
standards are and how they can help the highest functioning cognitively disabled 
students, but also how the standards apply to and can help even the lowest 
functioning students.  The state implemented this programming with a few 
training sessions for teachers, and those that attended training felt that it was not 
helpful.  The participants of the study mentioned that the state needs to further 
develop their training programs to provide teachers with specific strategies and 
activities to teach students with many varying grade levels the material expected 
in the standards. 
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It is very difficult to teach alternate academic standards to a population of 
cognitively disabled students when there are no appropriate resources or 
curriculum for teachers to use.  Another implication for the state is that resources 
and curriculum need to be developed immediately to provide teachers with the 
materials for teaching the alternate academic standards.  The resources and 
curriculum developed should be readily available and appropriate for teachers to 
use with students of all academic levels, not only those students in the highest 
functioning group.  This should be a priority among the state stakeholders, and 
state funding should be allocated for the development of classroom resources and 
materials.  Once created, all teachers should be given easy and free acces to the 
materials to enhance their teaching.   Participants in the study also expressed 
concern with their college preparation programs and professional development 
experiences being deficient in teaching them how to effectively teach the alternate 
academic standards to students with significant cognitive disabilities.  The special 
education teachers interviewed had been trained to teach academic skills at a 
student’s functioning level, but now were expected to teach alternate state 
standards at a much higher level.  Participants complained they were not content 
area specialists, and the content area teachers were not trained to work with 
significantly disabled special education students, so nobody had a good way to 
help their students with the material.  An implication for college preparation 
programs should consider revamping their programs in light of the new alternate 
academic standards to teach future special education teachers how to analyze and 
break standards down for their students.  They also should examine programs for 
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future content area teachers and instruct them in strategies that would help 
students with severe cognitive disabilities to master some of the necessary skills 
and academic material.   
Another implication for the state is that the alternate assessment needs to 
be examined for effectiveness and appropriateness.  The interviewees stated that 
the assessment was given on a level that was too difficult for their students and 
that the results held no meaning for their future planning or instruction.  The 
participants did not understand the purpose of giving an assessment that held no 
future value for their planning, instruction, or students.  The assessment needs to 
be re-examined to ensure that it is assessing students on skills of importance.  The 
reports provided after the assessment are completed should include information 
about student performance and growth that teachers may use to assist with future 
planning and IEP development.  The state should provide communication and 
professional development to teachers on how to use the score report to assist with 
planning of instruction and IEP development.  
Recommendations for Further Research 
This study focused on the teachers’ perceptions of using the alternate state 
standards and alternate assessment to develop and implement instruction and IEP 
goals in Northeast Tennessee.  The researcher was able to get a representative 
sample of teacher perceptions in the region of Northeast Tennessee, but due to the 
limited sample size, the perceptions of the teachers interviewed may not 
generalize across the entire state of Tennessee or the entire United States.  Future 
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research should include a broader sample that may include teachers from across 
the state of Tennessee, different regions of the United States, or the entire nation.  
The study was limited to a rather small sample size in Northeast 
Tennessee, which is a suburban to rural setting.  The study should be expanded to 
include urban settings in the state of Tennessee and to include teachers from 
across the entire state to see if their perceptions are similar to the region studied 
by the researcher.  The researcher could include a question such as,  “What do 
you think your district does very well when addressing the alternate academic 
standards?” to provide specific details of activities or strategies that might be used 
to develop curriculum and professional development for other teachers using the 
same standards.  Gaining perspectives from a broader population that 
encompasses the entire state of Tennessee could provide additional insight for 
stakeholders who seek to implement alternate academic standards and the 
alternate assessment more appropriately.  
The study could also be expanded exponentially to include teachers from 
the entire United States who teach students with significant cognitive disabilities.  
The study was able to assess the perceptions of teachers from Northeast 
Tennessee, but that may not generalize across the entire nation.  ESSA (2015) 
included legislation that required all states to adopt alternate academic standards 
and develop an alternate assessment for significantly cognitively disabled 
students.  Teachers of students from every state who teach students with 
significant cognitive disabilities may be teaching different alternate academic 
standards or giving a different alternate assessment depending on which state they 
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teach in, but they are all working with an alternate set of standards and 
assessments for their students.  The insight of teachers from across the United 
States on how they use the standards and assessment, which standards are most 
appropriate, which teaching strategies work best with their students, and how they 
are able to combine the teaching of standards and IEP goals could be helpful to 
developing a curriculum and program that best meets the needs of all students 
with significant cognitive disabilities.  
One question that could have been explored was which population would 
be most appropriate for using the alternate academic standards  Teachers have 
debated the level of academic instruction for students with significant cognitive 
disabilities for over forty years, and there has not been a definitive consensus on 
whether these students would benefit more from a life skills curriculum or an 
academic curriculum (Ballard & Dymond, 2017).  Gaining further insight from 
the teachers in the current time when new alternate academic standards had been 
developed would have been helpful for the future programming for these students.   
Perhaps the most astounding finding is that all students with significant 
cognitive disabilities are being treated the same with the alternate academic 
standards and alternate assessment, when their cognitive abilities span more than 
eight years at times according to participant Tracy.  Teachers were clear that 
many times the alternate academic standards and alternate assessment was not 
appropriate for their students, yet they were expected to present it to their 
students.  The alternate academic standards and assessment should be closely 
examined to ensure that all students with significant cognitive disabilities, 
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regardless of their cognitive level, are receiving the most appropriate education.  
Helen said that teaching Algebra to a child who is cognitively functioning like a 
one year old, who cannot count or identify numbers is not only unrealistic, it is a 
waste of the time and resources designated to help that child learn and grow.  
Educational policies need to consider all students in the system and ensure that 
the education provided to them is going to help them grow and become as 
independent and successful as possible.  
The researcher was surprised that almost all of the teachers interviewed 
agreed that the alternate state standards and the alternate assessment were not 
helpful in planning curriculum, teaching, or writing IEPs for their students with 
significant cognitive disabilities.  It would be helpful to explore exactly what the 
teachers felt would be appropriate for students to specifically learn while they are 
in school.  A study that looked at each of the alternate academic standards and the 
teacher’s perceptions of their ability to teach the standard effectively would be 
beneficial.  One teacher, Judy, hinted that she did not feel competent in teaching 
the math and science standards because she was not a math or science teacher.  
The researcher could have explored the perceptions of the teachers in their ability 
to teach the higher level alternate academic standards as opposed to the traditional 
life skills programming, they had previously taught.  
Other perspectives should be sought.  It is important for educational 
stakeholders to be aware of the perceptions of other groups who are influential to 
the students and schools.  The perceptions of administrators, curriculum 
coordinators, parents, and students should be considered when planning and 
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implementing new academic standards, even alternate academic standards.  
Educational stakeholders should be aware of the influence the perceptions of 
these other people hold.  They should be explored in future studies so that when 
and if the academic programming for significantly cognitively disabled students is 
revised, all of the information is present, and the stakeholders are able to design a 
program that best meets the needs of all of these students.  
Another topic that should be explored is what specifically is the most 
appropriate curriculum for each group of students.  Students of many different 
levels cannot be taught exactly the same material expecting them all to grown and 
make educational gains.  This was something that was discussed by several of the 
teachers interviewed.  It would be interesting to explore how teachers and state 
personnel would divide the group of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities and what they think are the most important skills for each of the levels 
of students to accomplish academically.  A study that explored how teachers 
perceived they could effectively assess students of many different levels on those 
skills would also be very beneficial to future planning of assessment for those 
students.  
The alternate academic standards and alternate assessment in Northeast 
Tennessee are not highly regarded by teachers of significantly cognitively 
disabled students according to the teachers interviewed.  Teachers interviewed in 
this study felt that the state has often given them expectations that are 
unreasonable for them to accomplish with their students and that the cognitive 
levels of their students were not considered in the development of the standards 
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and assessment.  The teachers did not feel that the standards and assessment were 
helpful to their planning of instruction or IEPs.  The alternate academic standards 
and alternate assessment need to be revisited and revised by the state of 
Tennessee to include the vast levels of students represented in the population of 
students with significant cognitive disabilities so that all students are able to focus 
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Thank you so much for taking the time to answer a few questions for me 
about the alternate state standards and assessment and their impact upon your 
curriculum, instruction, and IEP development.   I am interested in hearing your 
perception of the impacts upon your students and classroom.  The interview 
should only take about 20 minutes.  Do I have your permission to record this 
conversation so that I am able to look back later when I am compiling data and 
include your responses?   Participation in this interview is completely voluntary 
and you can end the interview at any time by asking for us to stop.   If you would 
like a transcript of this interview, I can provide one at your request. Do you have 
any questions before we begin?  
 
1. How many years have you taught students with significant cognitive 
disabilities? How many students are in your class this school year? How 
many are scheduled to take the alternate assessment during high school?  
2. In your classroom, about how much time is spent on academic vs 
functional skills? How much time is spent addressing IEP goals? Are they 
taught separately, or combined? Why? 
3. How have the alternate state standards impacted the curriculum used in 
your classroom?  
4. How has your instruction changed since the alternate state standards were 
developed?  
5. How do you determine student success or growth on the alternate state 
standards? How do you help students who are not experiencing success or 
growth on alternate state standards?  
6. How have the alternate state standards changed the way that you write 
IEPs for your students?  
7. How have the alternate state standards changed the way that IEP goals are 
addressed/taught in your classroom?  
8. Have you received training in teaching the alternate state standards to your 
students? How would you rate that training? Why? 
9. If you could make changes to the alternate state standards, what would 
they be? 
10. What is your perception of the alternate assessment?  
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11. How would you rate the training received to administer the alternate 
assessment? How would you improve upon this?  
12. What is your perception of the score report you receive for your students 
from the alternate assessment?  
13. How do the scores you receive from the alternate assessment impact your 
instruction and IEP development?  
14. Have you received training on reading or using score reports to assist in 
future instruction for your students? How would you improve upon this? 
15. How do you think that the alternate assessment could be improved to 
assist you in providing instruction for your students?  
16. Do you have any comments you would like to add regarding the alternate 







TEACHER’S PERCEPTIONS OF ALTERNATE ACADEMIC 
STANDARDS AND ALTERNATE TESTING IN NORTHEAST 
TENNESSEE 
Information and Consent Form 
 As a student of the Ed.D. program in the Carter and Moyers School of 
Education at Lincoln Memorial University, Jodie Bakely is currently collecting 
data related to the alternate state standards and alternate assessment in Tennessee.  
The purpose of the research is to examine teacher perceptions of the alternate 
state standards and alternate assessment in Tennessee.  
In order to ensure confidentiality as well as to be able to correlate the 
interviews, all participants will receive a random number created utilizing a 
random number generator (e.g. LMU056).  These numbers will be kept with the 
candidate’s name in a spreadsheet maintained by the researchers.  After 
interviews are conducted and the data are analyzed, this spreadsheet will be 
destroyed.  The number will never be part of the data analysis; it will be used only 
to correlate the surveys. 
We are requesting your participation, which will involve participating in 
an interview with Jodie Bakely regarding your experiences with the alternate state 
standards and alternate assessment. The interview should last approximately 15-
25 minutes.  
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  If you choose not 
to participate or to withdraw from the study at any time, there will be no penalty. 
Furthermore, not participating or withdrawing will not adversely affect your 
relationship with anyone at Lincoln Memorial University. If at any time you 
discontinue the interview, your results will be discarded.  Your responses will be 
kept strictly confidential, and data will be stored in secure computer files and 
secure storage location for paper copies.  Any report of this research that is made 
available to the public will not include your name or any other individual 
information by which you could be identified. 
This study is considered a human research project; however, the risk to 
you for being involved is minimal.   
 If you have any questions concerning the research study or want a copy or 
summary of this study’s results, please contact Jodie Bakely at XXX-XXX-
XXXX or Jodie.bakely@lmunet.edu. 
This research has been approved the Lincoln Memorial University’s 
Institutional Review Board. If you have any questions about your rights as a 
subject/participant in this research, or if you feel you have been placed at risk, you 
may contact Dr. Kay Paris, Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 





 I HAVE READ THE ABOVE INFORMATION AND CONSENT FORM,  
AND I CONSENT THAT I AM OVER 18 YEARS OF AGE, AND AGREE TO 








   
 
The Institutional Review Board of Lincoln Memorial University 
(FWA00012543) has approved this research project XXX on XXX. This 
protocol will expire 365 days from approval unless renewed for another one 
(1) year period. 
 
